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WHEN “THANK YOU” ISN’T ENOUGH
As I write this, I’m beginning my seventh week of teleworking. I have 
a great, architect-designed house to stay in, and I’m lucky to have a 
job that allows me to work from home. I feel very fortunate for both 
of these things, and I try not to take them for granted, particularly 
since many others must venture out into the world each day to do 
vital things like stock grocery stores, drive buses, deliver packages, 
and of course take care of patients in hospitals. I try to be thankful 
for these people every day.
 Behind those front-line workers are a lot of others who deserve 
recognition for their organizational efforts—people such as DC 

Mayor Muriel Bowser, who has remained calm and quietly effective through this whole 
ordeal, and chef José Andrés, who originally became known for his great restaurants, but 
who has since achieved even greater renown by becoming a highly admired global and 
local Energizer Bunny of relief work.

 Mayor Bowser, Chef Andrés, and others like them are able to accomplish a lot because 
they have great people working for them. And that’s the case with AIA|DC, as well. These 
are trying times for our organization, but the handful of people who make up our small but 
incredibly effective staff have really stepped up to meet the many financial and logistical 
challenges that the pandemic has posed to our organization.
 This staff includes people like Laura Headrick, who very quickly adjusted to the 
changed circumstances of our many space-rental clients, who needed to know that they 
had options for rescheduling their events. And Katie Spencer, who rapidly figured out how 
to do our events online, and then worked with Sinclaire Erdwien and Matt Blair to make  
that happen. Thanks to their work, we were up and running in our new online configuration  
in less than a week. And Scott Clowney, who had to swallow the disappointment of closing  
our exhibition galleries and postponing Architecture Month, but nevertheless moved 
quickly to figure out how to show our current wonderful watercolor exhibition online.
 Meanwhile, Rachel Simonson has worked steadily all these weeks to create and update  
our online resources for children and educators, and Louis Duva has maintained our  
communications, without which our efforts could not be made public. Melody Harrison 
and Katherine Adams have kept our members and donors informed and connected. I’ve 
received a number of communications from architects and members of the public  
complimenting us on how well we have pivoted to these new and very trying 
circumstances, and it is the work of these capable staffers that has made that possible.
 Jody Cranford, who does our advertising sales, has managed even in this time of want 
to find sponsors for new ventures such as our monthly webinars with the AIA|DC Board,  
and our fun trivia program. Martin Moeller continues to edit the magazine—the last issue  
from Italy, and this one from Miami, where he is on sabbatical—and Jim Hicks, our graphic  
designer, continues his great work for this publication, even though the marathons he 
enjoys running have all been postponed. And lastly there is Oscar Herrera and his team 
from Edsol Communications, who provide the IT support that allows us to keep doing 
everything smoothly at a distance.
 To all these people, as well as others whom I didn’t have room above to mention: 
Thank you is just not enough.
 And I want to thank you—for subscribing to this magazine, and for your kind words  
about our work, which are deeply appreciated. In this issue, which was planned before 
the pandemic, we present new commercial projects—the kinds of places we look forward 
to returning to when all this is over. I hope that by the time you hold this issue in your 
hands, the end of the crisis, or at least the beginning of the end, will be in sight, and 
that we will soon be able to welcome you back to events at DAC. Until then, stay safe 
and healthy as the front-line workers and those behind them help to get us through this 
extraordinary time.

Mary Fitch, AICP, Hon. AIA
Publisher
mfitch@aiadc.com
@marycfitch
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DC Water’s Headquarters Beautifully 
Embodies the Utility’s Focus  
on Sustainability  by Ronald O’Rourke

Liquid AssetLiquid Asset

If water is life, and architecture is frozen music, what do you get 
when you put those two notions together?
 You get a building like DC Water’s new headquarters 
facility—a sinuous, glass- and metal-clad office building on 
the Anacostia River waterfront designed by SmithGroup, an 
architecture and design firm with offices in Washington, 13 
other U.S. cities, and Shanghai.
 For an agency usually associated with utilitarian 
construction projects—repairing broken water mains, replacing 
neighborhood lead pipes, and excavating gigantic underground 
storm water tunnels—the elegantly sculpted, almost-iridescent 
DC Water headquarters building can come as a pleasant shock, 
particularly to those who discover it as they amble along the 
boardwalk of the Anacostia Riverwalk Trail, about half-way 
between The Yards and the Washington Nationals ballpark.
 But the merits of the $55 million building include more than 
just good looks—its design is a carefully crafted response to a 
site that offered an unusual set of constraints and opportunities. 
And with energy- and water-saving features that exceed the 
requirements for LEED Platinum certification, the six-story, 
150,000-square-foot structure is helping DC Water demonstrate 

that it’s walking the walk on sustainability, a core value for the 
utility that is reflected in its motto: “Water is Life.” 
 DC Water’s administrative offices were previously scattered 
across several locations, some of them leased, with the Central 
Operations Facility at the Blue Plains Advanced Wastewater 
Treatment Plant serving as the utility’s de facto headquarters. 
That building had reached capacity, and it was occupying 
valuable space that the utility wanted to free up for potential 
future improvements to the plant’s water-treatment capabilities.
 After examining potential strategies and surveying its 
properties, DC Water decided that its best option was to use the 
riverfront site of its O Street Pumping Station as the location 
for a new, consolidated headquarters facility that would 
more effectively house its administrative staff and reduce 
annual building maintenance and leasing costs. The utility 
solicited proposals from design-build teams, then selected the 
SmithGroup team and its concept design for the project.
 The site’s principal constraint was the O Street Pumping 
Station itself—a drab, 1960s-era brick box that could serve as 
the textbook definition of nondescript. The almost-windowless 
structure was plopped more or less in the middle of the site, 

DC Water headquarters as seen from the boardwalk 
along the Anacostia River. A portion of Nationals Park 
is visible in the left background.

All photos ©  
Alan Karchmer / OTTO
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Project: DC Water Headquarters, 
1385 Canal Street, SE, Washington, DC 

Architects/Lighting Designers/MEP & Fire Protection 
Engineers: SmithGroup
Landscape Architects: OEHME, van SWEDEN | OvS
Structural Engineers: The SK&A Group
Associate Architects/Associate Structural Designers: 
Leuterio Thomas, LLC
Associate MEP Engineers: JVP Engineers PC  
(now part of Ameresco)
Civil Engineers: Wiles Mensch Corporation
Commissioning: SETTY & Associates
Traffic Consultants: Gorove/Slade Associates, Inc.
Program Managers: Samaha Associates, PC
Furniture, Fixtures & Equipment Consultant:  
Studio of Sandra Ragan
Design/Build Contractor: Skanska USA Building Inc.

View of DC Water headquarters  
from across the Anacostia River.

DC Water headquarters, with the agency’s 
1907 Beaux-Arts pumping station partially 
visible behind it to the left.
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seemingly oblivious to its waterfront location, and it had 
to remain operational and accessible during and after the 
construction of the headquarters facility. An additional major 
constraint was a network of massive clay sewer lines dating 
back more than 100 years that runs under the site, handling 
more than two-thirds of all sanitary sewage and stormwater 
collected in the DC Water service area. This, too, could not be 
disturbed. A third constraint was the project’s budget, which 
“was modest, considering the complexities of the site, reflecting 
DC Water’s goal of having the project pay for itself [over time] 
through savings from the consolidation of multiple facilities,” 
SmithGroup said.
 The site’s principal advantage was its waterfront location, 
which presented an opportunity to design a building that 
could offer plenty of interior daylighting and stunning river 
views while breaking free of the boxy shape imposed on office 
buildings in Washington’s downtown street grid. Surprisingly, 
the existing underground network of waste-water tunnels, 
while posing structural challenges for the new building, 
simultaneously offered a second advantage: a non-stop flow 
of waste water, heat from which could be harvested via a 
sanitary wastewater energy exchange system (SWEE)—a type of 
ground-source heat pump—that could significantly reduce the 
building’s heating and cooling costs.

 “What made this project so exciting for us at the outset was its 
idiosyncratic requirements,” said lead designer Sven Shockey, 
AIA, LEED AP BD+C. “We had never seen a project with these 
particular constraints, but we had worked on [projects with] 
complex existing conditions, industry-leading sustainable 
projects, and iconic projects. The fact that this project needed all 
three attributes was unique. Since we’re a discipline-integrated 
firm—with architecture, mechanical-electrical-plumbing [MEP], 
and lighting [experts] in house—we appreciate projects that 
require finding synergies between disciplines.”
 “As a team,” he added, “we brainstormed about what a 
synergistic resolution of the constraints might look like, and 
each discipline then went to work looking for innovative ways 
to overcome the challenges. Every discipline contributed 
innovative ideas to the project in a unified, focused way that 
makes the building totally unique.”
 The building’s flowing shape evokes both water in general 
and the bends of the Anacostia River, while its exterior 
aluminum panels, painted in varied shades of green, bring to 
mind the colors of patinated copper water piping.
 While the building’s form “may appear to be a purely 
sculptural exercise,” the firm said, it “actually reflects a 
pragmatic response to the unique constraints of the site.” 
Dayton Schroeter, AIA, the project designer, put it more 
succinctly: “The design was a rational response to an irrational site.”

Detail of the riverfront façade, showing the additional layers of glass  
that reduce heat gain on the interior of the building.

Educational displays along the boardwalk.
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The sinuously curving façade  
of the DC Water headquarters.
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View from main lobby toward exterior. Seating area in main lobby.

Main staircase connecting the lobby  
to the second floor, which includes  
conference facilities.
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 Much of the building runs along the site’s riverfront side, 
which faces south, allowing for ample daylighting and river views. 
On the eastern side, the building’s siting and shape preserve 
a significant line of sight running down Canal Street, SE, to 
the river. Windows in that wing of the building provide views 
toward another DC Water building located just to the northeast, 
on the other side of Canal Street: the Main Street Pumping 
Station, a beautiful 1907 Beaux Arts-style structure. The design 
for the site reestablishes a long-lost stretch of Canal Street 
between the new headquarters building and the 1907 building.
 “While the DC Water headquarters stands in stark visual 
contrast to the historic Beaux-Arts building, that aesthetic 
counterpoint ultimately enhances each,” the firm said. “The 
presence of the newer structure, which is diagonally offset  
from its older neighbor, actually gives the historic building 
greater presence.” 
 Although it’s not apparent from the boardwalk, the 
1960s-era O Street Pumping Station is still there: The new 
headquarters building is built directly over the pumping 
station’s southern and eastern parts, effectively encapsulating 
much of the bland older building and shielding it from view.
 “Although the two structures partially overlap, the new 
headquarters had to be structurally isolated from the existing 
pumping station—both for building code reasons and to 
facilitate future modifications to the station without affecting 
the headquarters,” SmithGroup said. A five-story, 200-foot-long 
steel truss enables the new building to cross over the top of the 
shorter existing structure, while the new building’s structural 
system “carefully weaves its foundations between the delicate 
web of pipes and tunnels below,” the firm said. The older 
building’s northwest portion, with its important loading dock, 
extends free of the new building.
 “Peoples’ jaws drop when they learn there’s a ’60s-era pump 
station under the new building,” said Don Posson, PE, CCP, 
CPD, LEED AP, GGP, the lead engineer for the project.
 Extensive computer modeling was used to refine the new 
building’s form, with an eye toward managing solar heat gain. 
“SmithGroup used a variety of digital tools, allowing the 
firm to explore an unusually wide range of design options,” 
the firm said. “The process involved upwards of 20 different 
pieces of software, including familiar architectural programs 
such as Revit and Rhino, as well as state-of-the-art parametric 
workflows that facilitated precise geometrical manipulation 
and data-sharing across applications in real time. This heavy 
reliance on digital media afforded the designers a high degree  
of creative flexibility without compromising constructability.”
 As one result of the computer modeling, each floor on the 
building’s south-facing riverfront side projects out two feet more 
than the floor underneath, providing some shading for interior 
spaces in summer while admitting the sun’s rays in winter. 
Window tinting further reduces summer heat gain. At two 
points on the riverfront side where the façade bends outward, 
computer modeling predicted particularly strong heat gain. To 
address that issue, those two locations feature an additional 
layer of protective glass that is suspended in the open air three 
feet in front of the main curtain wall, with the gap sized to 
permit access by window washers. The glass in this second layer 
“is tinted in three different shades of green to provide subtle 
variation, and is also fritted [with a ceramic coating] to further 
reduce solar gain,” the firm said.

Seating area in main lobby.

Main staircase connecting the lobby  
to the second floor, which includes  
conference facilities.
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 The building’s interior materials “are simple and durable, 
befitting a utility agency,” the firm said. The lobby employs 
polished concrete floors, wood benches, and a wood-slat ceiling, 
and includes an interpretive exhibit that explains the building’s 
features, as well as interior windows for viewing the existing 
pumping station’s machinery. The new building’s upper floors, 
Shockey said, “were designed to the highest-quality flexible 
spaces, with raised-access floors, modular glass partitions, and 
systems furniture that are employed for flexibility.” Parts of 
the 200-foot-long truss were left exposed on the interior to add 
sculptural accents to certain spaces. “The real differentiator 
of the interior,” Shockey added, “is that the curvilinear façade 
and narrow floor plates afford fabulous views and generous 
daylighting to the occupants, compared to most buildings.” 
 Taking advantage of the underground network of waste 
water tunnels, the building incorporates “an innovative 
wastewater thermal recovery system made by SHARC Energy 
Systems—never before used in a U.S. office building—[that] 
captures heat from the flowing waste water in the winter, while 
using it as a heat sink in summer,” the firm said. “The device 
transfers heat between the wastewater piping and a separate 
clean-water loop that runs to a heat-recovery chiller in the building.  
The system provides both cold and hot water to a series of fan-
powered terminal units in the ceiling that provide space heating 

or cooling as appropriate. Small, low-speed fans requiring very 
little energy circulate the conditioned air as needed.”
 As a result of these and other design features, the building 
uses about half as much energy as a typical new, energy-code-
compliant office building of its size, putting it in the top 2% of 
Washington office buildings in terms of minimizing energy 
use per square foot. The building’s water-saving features—
including the capture of rainwater for use in the building’s 
toilets and for irrigating its landscaping—reduce the structure’s 
water use by more than 1.2 million gallons per year.
 DC Water’s new headquarters building “demonstrates that 
modern civic architecture can be both beautiful and sustainable, 
yet efficient in every sense,” SmithGroup said. The agency’s 
support for “something that was different but [which] embodied 
and expressed their sustainable aspirations,” Shockey added, 
“makes a strong statement about stewardship.”
 People “spend much of their lives in office buildings, so 
[those buildings] need to be human-centric,” Shockey said. 
“But they also need to be better neighbors in terms of carbon-
reduction goals and contribution to the urban context. As we  
design 21st-century buildings to come closer to carbon neutrality, 
they won’t look or act the same as buildings of the past. We’ll 
have to take a deeper approach to designing all buildings.”

Typical office floor.

Green roof of the DC Water headquarters building.
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Bethesda Building Reflects the Work  
of Several Architecture Firms 
by Denise Liebowitz

Out of Many, OneOut of Many, One

To passersby, a new office building may appear to be 
a singular work by one architecture firm. More often 
than not, however, modern commercial projects involve 
multiple firms working for multiple clients, ranging 
from the developer of the base building, to local or 
national retailers renting ground floor space, to one or 

more corporate tenants leasing the office floors above. 
In the case of 4747 Bethesda Avenue, in Bethesda, 
Maryland, a single real estate developer was the 
principal client working with several design firms  
on various aspects of the project.

The new mixed-use building at 4747 Bethesda Avenue,  
by Shalom Baranes Associates, with the existing market 
building by Morris Adjmi Architects in the  
left foreground.

Photo © Ron Blunt
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Project: 4747 Bethesda Avenue/ 
Offices of JBG SMITH, 
Bethesda, MD 

Design Architects: Shalom Baranes Associates (base building, 
rooftop, planning of amenity spaces); ZGF (main lobby, fitness 
center, elevators); Partners by Design (JBG SMITH offices)
Architects of Record: MGMA
Landscape Architects: LandDesign
Structural Engineers: TCE & Associates
MEP Engineers: KTA Group
Civil Engineers: Johnson Bernat Associates
Branding Consultant (JBG SMITH offices): Spark
Contractor: LendLease (base building, lobby, amenity spaces); 
James G. Davis Construction Corporation (JBG SMITH offices)

The Base Building
“There have been so many eyes focused on this project 
since the beginning,” said Laura Croce, LEED AP, 
senior designer at Shalom Baranes Associates. “It was 
a small site but there were huge expectations.” She was 
talking about the parcel of land near the intersection 
of Bethesda and Woodmont avenues in the heart of 
Downtown Bethesda where JBG SMITH Properties, a 
leading real estate developer, is unveiling the 15-story 
commercial building that houses its new corporate 
offices as well as other business tenants. 
 Croce noted that the building site is steps from 
the future Purple Line Metro Station and marks 
the important transition from the high-rise urban 
development now lining Bethesda’s booming 
Wisconsin Avenue Corridor to the lower-scale 
neighborhood of Bethesda Row with its shops, 
restaurants, movie theater, and entry to the Capital 
Crescent Trail. “The Montgomery County Planning 
Department has been carefully tracking development 
plans for this site,” said Croce. “JBG SMITH understood 
its importance, and we worked with them from the 
beginning to find the right solution.” Echoing that 
collaboration, JBG SMITH executive vice president 
Kristi Smith said, “We didn’t want just another glass 
box here; we were looking for something different.”
 The result of this partnership is the kind of place-
making architecture that, through carefully considered 
massing, articulation, and materials, successfully 
makes the connection between two vibrant areas of 
distinctly different character and contributes to the 
vitality of both. 
 Conceived as a series of three interlocking 
volumes, the building includes a tall mass that 
addresses Wisconsin Avenue to the east and is scaled 
appropriately as a big-city presence among the 
other corporate high-rises along this fast-developing 
commercial corridor. A medium-scale volume along 
Bethesda Avenue, where the building entry is located, 
offers ground-level retail and is sized to the context of a 
neighborhood commercial street. The third volume, on 
the west side of the building, addresses Bethesda Row 
and the newly created public space of Woodmont Plaza, 

Photo © Ron Blunt

Photo © Ron Blunt

Close-up view of the façade of 4747 Bethesda Avenue,  
showing the concave, embossed steel panels framing the windows.

Roof terrace.
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where it is anchored to the neighborhood by an existing  
lower-scale building. 
 The penthouse of the tallest of the three volumes includes 
an outdoor terrace complete with fire pit, plantings, shaded 
seating, wi-fi capability, and expansive views of Downtown 
Bethesda and beyond. A series of oversized glassy garage doors 
provides easy flow between the terrace and interior gathering 
and event spaces.
 Along Bethesda Avenue, the building cantilevers eight 
feet over the sidewalk at its second story level, engaging the 
streetscape and pedestrians. A similar cantilever is repeated 

on the east end of the building. This articulation showcases the 
double-height retail spaces while providing ample light and 
generous floor plates to office tenants above. In addition, the 
corners of the building are pulled back from its main face, thus 
reducing its overall perceived length and mass. On its west side, 
the building is set back 20 feet from Woodmont Plaza, creating 
an upper-level terrace that engages with activity in the newly 
created public space. This series of carefully sculpted setbacks, 
cantilevers, and interlocking volumes helps to break down the 
bulk of the building and create a human-scaled street presence. 
 

Main lobby of 4747 Bethesda Avenue,  
by ZGF Architects.

JBG SMITH reception and meeting space on the mezzanine level,  
with living green wall in the background.

Photo © Garrett Rowland

26 OUT OF MANY, ONE



 The façade of 4747 Bethesda Avenue is dramatic and 
sophisticated. The glass curtain wall system is formed with 
large double-height window units measuring 23 feet high 
by 10 feet wide. Framing each window unit are two-story, 
bronze-colored panels shaped into concave half-pipe curves. 
The curtain wall fabrication and installation posed significant 
challenges. The colorized steel frame material came from Italy, 
and was shipped to the US for embossing and shaping, then to 
Canada for assembly into window units, and finally to Bethesda 
for installation. The resulting building exterior manages to 
convey both glamour and warmth. Variations of weather and 

sunlight create constantly changing shadows and colors on the 
bronze patina of the steel frames.
 The existing lower-scale structure that anchors the plaza 
side of the office tower was designed in a neo-industrial style, 
its arches and wrought iron recalling a 19th-century market 
building or train shed. The glassy curtain walls of the new office 
building stand in bold contrast to the retro-inspired market 
structure. In fact, both buildings are JBG SMITH projects—the 
previously completed market building was designed by Morris 
Adjmi Architects of New York.  

JBG SMITH reception and meeting space on the mezzanine level,  
with living green wall in the background.

Photo © Tom Harris of Tom Harris Photography
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 The construction of the two-story market building preceded 
that of the office tower and was originally intended as a 
Dean and Deluca grocery. However, when the upscale grocer 
withdrew midstream from the project, JBG SMITH decided 
to incorporate the second-story space of the smaller building 
into its own corporate offices in the new office building. “We 
consider our work to include the adaptive reuse of the market 
building,” explained Robert Sponseller, FAIA, design principal 
at Shalom Baranes Associates. With the change in the use of the 
market building, Sponseller’s design team quickly pivoted to 
open up the two buildings to each other by breaking through 
the wall to create one continuous interior space aligning at the 
second floor of each building.
 The office tower has already attracted some high-profile 
corporate tenants such as Booz Allen Hamilton and Host Hotels 
and Resorts and there is expansive lobby-level space for retail 
and an anticipated restaurant tenant. The 291,000-square-foot 
building boasts not only floor-to-ceiling windowed office space 
and airy ceiling heights of 9 feet 4 inches, but amenities worthy 
of trophy building status: a 3,600-square-foot fitness facility, two 
outdoor terraces, and conference space. The building is targeted 
for LEED Gold certification.

 “Our client wanted a building that feels cutting-edge but 
that also fits into the neighborhood,” said Sponseller. “The 
Montgomery County Planning folks deserve a shout-out 
for supporting a design that delivers that.” Speaking for the 
company, JBG SMITHS’s Kristi Smith said, “Architects need to 
hold fast to their vision but at the same time they need to be 
capable of compromise. The Shalom Baranes team was a strong 
one and was able to do that.”

Building Lobby and Fitness Center
The building entrance on Bethesda Avenue opens to a soaring, 
light-filled lobby where the sleek, contemporary lines echo the 
dynamic vitality of the office tower design. The lobby design 
is by ZGF Architects, the firm that has been tapped to design 
Amazon’s HQ2 at National Landing and where JBG SMITH is 
Amazon’s landlord and development partner. 
 Underfoot in the Bethesda Avenue lobby is marble flooring 
detailed with herringbone inlays while overhead a wood-slatted 
ceiling sparkles with small lights. As a backdrop to the reception 
desk, a copper-and-steel mesh wall provides glimpses of the 
floating stair behind. This translucent metallic wall extends 
up one level to the JBG SMITH offices and down one level to 

“Huddle rooms” with colorful graphics. Photo © Tom Harris of Tom Harris Photography
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the gym and fitness studio, also designed by ZGF. A bridge at 
the mezzanine level allows circulation between offices and a 
conference center. 
 The lobby offers living room-like seating that extends 
visually to the restaurant/retail spaces. “Here we were trying to 
blur the lines between retail and office lobby. It has a hospitality 
vibe,” said Kristi Smith.

JBG SMITH Offices
The lobby stair leads to the second level where JBG SMITH’S 
corporate reception and public areas are located. It is at this level 
where the office tower and market building align and where the 
JBG SMITH offices extend into the market building to create one 
continuous double-height space.
 Like many corporate leaders, the company was ready 
to ditch the traditional corner office vs. worker-bee cubicle 
arrangement in favor a more open, collaborative environment. 
The company commissioned Partners by Design (PBD), a 
Chicago-based interior design firm, to design the space. “Their 
previous offices were very traditional, very buttoned up,” 
recalled PBD’s director of architectural design Buzz Leffelman, 
AIA. “The leadership really wanted us to create something 
modern and with lots of alternative workspaces.”

 Mary Yagi, the JBG SMITH vice president who worked 
with the interior design team, concurred: “Our former office 
looked more like a law firm. While employees did come out of 
private offices [in the new space], everyone got more light and 
views and more than 12,000 square feet of amenity spaces.” She 
reported that employees no longer have to book a conference 
room to meet, but instead have impromptu gatherings in a 
huddle room, lounge, or café. “This setting is so much more 
reflective of our culture.”
 The company’s 400-plus headquarters staff occupies 
the second through fifth floors of the office building. Here, 
the imposing “Showcase Stair,” as Leffelman terms it, takes 
center stage as the principal organizing element of the interior 
design. The open stair’s robust construction of wood, blackened 
steel, and glass reinforces the functional industrial style of 
the space. Rather than stacking straight up to the fifth floor, it 
meanders through each level increasing flow as occupants move 
through workspaces to reach the next flight of stairs. This foot 
traffic helps create a more dynamic environment encouraging 
spontaneous collisions and collaboration. 
 The office interior design fully embraces the neo-industrial 
aesthetic of the renovated market building it partially occupies. 
The floor-to-ceiling windows overlook Woodmont Plaza and 
 

Lunch room. Photo © Tom Harris of Tom Harris Photography
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Downtown Bethesda and flood the main reception level and 
mezzanine with natural light. The original structural steel and 
masonry of the building are fully exposed and play against 
broad expanses of warm wood. “This is the headquarters of a 
leading property development company that shapes our built 
environment,” said Leffelman. “We thought it was important to 
showcase the craft of how buildings are constructed. We didn’t 
want to hide anything.”
 A living green wall, its luxuriant foliage maintained by 
an electronic watering system, is an organic feature and a 
focal point on the main reception level. Throughout the space, 
comfortable, casual furnishings are an eclectic mix of pieces that 
one could find in a hip city loft, conveying a living-room vibe.
 In addition to glassy conference rooms, huddle spaces, 
and telephone booths, each floor includes a lounge, and one 
floor boasts a “speakeasy” with a suspended floating fireplace. 
Communal gathering spaces ring the periphery of each level 
near the floor-to-ceiling windows while individual desks occupy 
the interior central core. 
 On the fourth floor, a lunchroom/café opens to a heated 
roof deck with generous dining space and shaded seating areas, 
wired with audio and video capability. 
 Meticulous attention to detail, craft, and branding is 
on display everywhere. “The company has a longstanding 
interest in public art and there are several examples of that in 
this space,” said Leffelman. He pointed to the colorful graphic 
design of the wall coverings in several huddle rooms. “These are 
replications of the construction site fence wrap JBG SMITH

installed around one of its big projects.” A large ceiling mural 
of a lion (the company logo) is outlined in lights dramatically 
evoking the constellation of Leo. And every steel bolt cover on 
the Showcase Stair is embossed with the JBG SMITH New York 
Stock Exchange symbol. 
 “These details were really important to us in building our 
culture,” said Yagi. And we had fun with it, letting employees 
discover these small touches as we moved into the space. We 
worked with Partners by Design over two years on this project 
and they couldn’t have been better collaborators.”

“Speakeasy.” Photo © Tom Harris of Tom Harris Photography

Lounge. Photo © Tom Harris of Tom Harris Photography
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HITT’s Co|Lab Plumbs Unprecedented 
Depths in Sustainable Design  by Steven K. Dickens, AIA, LEED AP

It’s Not Easy 
Being Green
It’s Not Easy 
Being Green

The sustainability movement has had a profound impact on 
21st-century architecture and construction, but the results are 
not always evident to the casual observer. Some green buildings 
feature panel displays highlighting their sustainable features, 
or even real-time readouts of energy usage. Some incorporate 
aesthetic hints, such as sun screens, in their façades. Owners 
of green buildings get indirect evidence when their utility 
bills arrive. For the most part, however, the depth of effort to 
create green buildings is invisible, locked in the particulars of 
materials, systems, and design strategies.
 HITT Contracting’s Co|Lab, designed by William 
McDonough + Partners (WM+P), is an exceptional example of 
this phenomenon. Not that it’s a low-key building: It certainly 

stands out among its neighbors, a strip of low-profile suburban 
office buildings in Northern Virginia. Moreover, there are some 
obvious signifiers of its sustainable design. From the street one 
can see an area of vegetated wall and an array of photovoltaic 
panels. Inside there’s a lobby “dashboard” that shows, in easy-
to-read graphics, the building’s consumption and generation of 
power. The interiors also have a lot of exposed wood surfaces 
with metal connector pieces—why, exactly, may be unclear, but 
the viewer intuits that it’s more than just an aesthetic choice. 
 For all these clues, however, one probably wouldn’t realize 
that the Co|Lab is, arguably, the greenest building in the 
Washington metropolitan area so far. This is not an accident. 
Exceptional projects require exceptional aspiration, and Kim 

Project: Co|Lab, 
2757 Hartland Road, Falls Church, VA 

Architects: William McDonough + Partners
Landscape Architects: Siteworks
Structural Engineers: Simpson Gumpertz  
& Heger
MEP Engineers: Staengl Engineering
Contractor: HITT Contracting

The Co|Lab as seen from the street. All photos © John Cole Photography

34 IT’S NOT EASY BEING GREEN



Roy, now HITT’s CEO, had that in spades when she 
approached WM+P in 2015 about a new kind of facility 
for research and development in the construction 
and architecture sectors. “The Co|Lab is a direct 
manifestation of her vision,” said project architect 
Eric Ross, AIA, NCARB. “She had the high-level idea, 
vision, and program. She saw this as part of a mandate 
to transform the company.” 
 “As building professionals,” Roy stated on the 
company’s website, “we must take responsibility for 
innovating and improving our industry.” She was 
able to tap the resources of a billion-dollar company 
to fund this responsibility (the Co|Lab cost nearly 

$1,000 per square foot to build). “Innovation takes 
time, commitment, and investment of resources,” 
noted HITT’s website in the announcement of the 
groundbreaking for the Co|Lab in June of 2014.
 “We had a chance to refine some things that had 
become industry standard and push them further,” 
project architect Ross continued. The approach was 
to start with the broad-based requirements for high-
level LEED certification and overlay the rigorous use 
of what the architects, using McDonough-originated 
and -trademarked terms, refer to as “Design for the 
Circular Economy” and “Cradle to Cradle” materials 
and systems. The Circular Economy model favors 

The vegetated wall of the Co|Lab.
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reuse, sharing, and refurbishment over recycling and outright 
waste, while the Cradle to Cradle concept considers the entire 
lifecycle of materials and products with the goal of retaining 
their usefulness indefinitely. 
 WM+P is the architectural design wing of a mini-
conglomerate that William McDonough, FAIA, Int. FRIBA, has  
created based on the ideas of the groundbreaking 2002 book, 
Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things, which he co-
authored with chemist Michael Braungart. The central concept  
is to counter global climate change via careful selection of materials  
and elimination of waste. That requires intimate knowledge of  
the materials—everything from the initial extraction or harvesting 
of the raw materials, to transportation and manufacturing, to 
off-gassing to insulative performance. To make this extreme 
depth of evaluation more practical, in 2012, Cradle to Cradle 
became a certification standard for building materials under 
another corporate entity, McDonough Innovations.  
 With this background, WM+P was well-positioned when 
HITT, the venerable local contractor that has morphed into a 
national powerhouse in the past two decades, decided to create 
a research and development (R&D) facility, dubbed Co|Lab, for 
design and construction professionals. Much of the R&D for the 

building industry nowadays relates to sustainability, and HITT 
was already recognized as a national sustainable construction 
leader among general contractors. It followed logically that the 
facility itself should be a showcase of green innovation. 
 The Co|Lab reflects an exceptional breadth of sustainability 
concerns: It is certified as LEED v4 Platinum by the U.S. 
Green Building Council. It is designed to produce 118% of its 
power needs, and accordingly to be certified as a Zero Energy 
building under the International Living Future Institute (ILFI) 
standard. It is pursuing another ILFI certification, the less-
known but highly rigorous Petal certification, which focuses 
on the healthfulness of materials and products at the chemical 
level. This overlaps with the substantial use of products and 
materials—some 35 total in the building—certified under 
Cradle to Cradle and/or by Declare, a parallel certification 
program of the ILFI. Moreover, the major structural elements 
of the entire building can be disassembled (thanks to those 
simple metal connectors), for reassembly elsewhere or reuse of 
the components in other buildings. This moves away from the 
“cradle to grave” (i.e., to landfill) approach which, despite its 
obvious downside, remains the dominant model for real estate 
development worldwide.

Main lab space.

The building under construction, showing  
cross-laminated timber (CLT) structure.
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Lobby and staircase.

Kitchen and casual meeting area.
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 “Innovation” may be exciting, but often the work 
to make it happen is far from glamorous. Sometimes 
the paperwork alone can be daunting. For example, 
WM+P’s Projects Materials Table, which tracks how the 
building’s materials perform relative to the criteria of 
the Living Building Challenge, has some 2,000 rows 
listing the materials, and 35 columns of criteria for 
each. Not every cell requires an input, but compiling 
that much data is a substantial task. This table covers  
only the materials actually selected, not the innumerable  
ones that were considered but ultimately rejected. 
 Moreover, finding optimized materials is only part 
of the puzzle. Once selected, they must also perform 
properly—and provably—as components of assemblies. 
Even in a high-budget project like Co|Lab, costs are 
almost always a big stumbling block, particularly 
since in this case “proprietary specifications” were 
necessary for many elements (that is, only one product, 
by one manufacturer, was acceptable, dampening the 
competitive bidding process that is generally held to 
keep prices in check). Once construction commences, 
the architect must become an enforcer and an inspirer.
 HITT has constructed over 170 LEED-certified 
projects. Nevertheless, pushing into a deeper level of 
sustainability was not easy. “It’s a learning process for 
everyone involved, including us,” commented Alastair 
Reilly, AIA, LEED AP, design partner at WM+P for the  

Co|Lab project. “There was a lot of internal angst at 
HITT, with people saying, ‘We don’t typically do things 
this way, why are we doing this?’ There were a lot of 
coming-together moments when people needed to  
be re-inspired.”
 In fact, on day one of construction at the Co|Lab 
site, the first major item to be installed—underslab 
piping—required a corrective. Polypropylene piping 
was specified, but initially the much more common 
(but unfortunately, toxic-byproduct-producing) PVC 
was provided. Architect Reilly noted, wryly, “We have 
to say ‘No’ an awful lot.”
 There was little precedent for this facility. Over time, 
the architects and client settled on a double-height 
flexible-use space to house prototypes and experiments, 
with associated meeting and brainstorming areas. 
HITT had previously received approval from Fairfax 
County for an employee fitness center on the site; the 
company didn’t want to rehash the approval process, 
so the footprint and height couldn’t shift much. 
Fortuitously, as a result of site constraints, the basic site 
plan—an east-west orientation with most of the glazing 
on the south side—was ideal for the passive solar 
aspect of sustainable design.
 Cross-laminated timber (CLT) was quickly settled 
upon as the primary building material because of its 
substantial carbon-positive characteristics combined 

Second floor meeting spaces.

38 IT’S NOT EASY BEING GREEN



with structural strength and ability to be disassembled in the 
future for reuse. Since it does not require a coating or cover 
material for fire resistance, CLT is typically exposed as the finish 
material, illustrating a McDonough principle that, wherever 
possible, a building component should serve multiple functions. 
 Photovoltaic (PV) panels were a necessity to meet the net-
zero-energy goal, but the exact quantity required considerable 
calculation—and then recalculation, as new products became 
available. Ultimately the 2,800-square-foot array is a good 
notch smaller than originally assumed, thanks to increases in 
PV efficiency. In another illustration of the multiple-functions 
principle, the panels also provide shelter and shade for a roof 
terrace.
 To maximize efficiency and user comfort, two different 
types of HVAC systems were used. A specialized VRF (variable 
refrigerant flow) system provides a high-efficiency version of 
the traditional “split” or “heat pump” system, while a separate 
hydronic system of under-slab pipes keeps the slabs from feeling 
cold and evens out the temperatures in the tall main space.
 Unfortunately, and much to WM+P’s dismay, Fairfax 
County was unwilling to be flexible about the previously-
approved parking plan: It was necessary to cover most of the 
open area of the site with paving. WM+P specified the greenest 
of paving options, CarbonCure concrete, which uses post-
industrial carbon dioxide in the concrete mix, largely offsetting 
the substantial CO2 created by the manufacture of cement. A 
cistern alleviates the worst of the stormwater runoff problem, 

but it is much less green than solutions that WM+P typically 
uses and strongly promotes. 
 The Co|Lab has already hosted an assortment of projects. 
A mockup of a “biomasonry” rain-screen is testing the 
promise that brick tiles, infused with certain specific bacteria, 
can actually grow or regrow themselves. There is a full-scale 
mockup of a hospital room to test ideas of how best to treat 
hazardous material contamination cases. A “hololens” (a 
VRAR—virtual and augmented reality—application tool) is 
being developed that allows a person to look at a wall and 
“see” the piping and conduits hidden within. (HITT and WM+P 
provided the inputs so that visitors to the Co|Lab can try it out, 
aiming at any wall of the facility.) An upper-level mezzanine 
space has the first test installation of a resilient flooring product 
by Shaw made from recycled PET plastic bottles. 
 The ability to disassemble and reuse building components 
is a central principle of Cradle to Cradle, but in this case, it 
also reflects a real estate practicality. It’s entirely possible 
that the Co|Lab site may be redeveloped in the not-so-distant 
future. It is located about a half-mile from the Dunn Loring-
Merrifield Metro station, and the area is starting to transition 
from low-density, auto-centric development to medium-density, 
transit-oriented development. In 20 years or so, HITT may 
want to increase density on the site. One has confidence that if 
HITT sponsors construction of a “Co|Lab|2” on another site, it 
will use components from the current building and showcase 
innovations that even WM+P can barely conceive of nowadays. 

Roof terrace.
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Ballston Mixed-Use Complex 
Adapts to Change Once More
by Louis Duva

Uncommon 
Ground
Uncommon 
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The new terraced public plaza at Ballston Quarter.

All photos © 2019—
DavidMadisonPhotography.com, except as noted
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Nearly 70 years ago, the largest suburban retail center 
on the East Coast at the time was erected in Arlington, 
Virginia. The five-story, 300,000-square-foot complex 
was anchored by Hecht’s department store and built 
around the largest parking garage in the United States. 
It was fittingly named Parkington Shopping Center. 
During the 1950s, the popularity of suburban American 
shopping malls was on an explosive rise, but within a 
few decades, Parkington’s fortunes began to decline. In 
1986, a $100 million renovation and expansion project 
was completed, with a J.C. Penney joining the Hecht’s 
department store as one of the anchors of the newly 
refurbished and renamed Ballston Common Mall. 
 Subsequent expansions added office space and the 
highest ice rink above street-level in the United States, 
but like its predecessor, Ballston Common eventually 
fell into decline as it struggled to adapt to changing 
retail trends. Once the largest mall in the region, it 
was now one of the smallest. If the center was going 
to thrive in the 21st century, it would require not just 
another renovation, but a thorough re-conception. 
 CallisonRTKL, the same firm that had designed 
the 1986 renovation, oversaw this latest transformation, 
which yielded a mixed-use complex now known as 

Project: Ballston Quarter, 
4238 Wilson Boulevard, Arlington, VA 

Architects: CallisonRTKL (residential tower and retail);  
Cooper Carry (architects of record for mall and parking garage 
renovations); Gensler (Macy’s offices); studioTECHNE|architects 
(pedestrian bridge)
Interior Architects: HapstakDemetriou+ (Quarter Market); 
STUDIOS Architecture (residential tower)
Landscape Architects: Mahan Rykiel Associates; Landscape 
Architecture Bureau
Lighting Designers: Bliss Fasman Inc. (residential tower);  
KGM Architectural Lighting; The Lighting Practice
Structural Engineers: Tadjer-Cohen-Edelson Associates, Inc.
MEP Engineers: Hoffman Borowski & Associates
Civil Engineers: VIKA
Traffic Consultants: Wells + Associates
Code Consultants for Residential Tower: KPT Engineering
Parking Consultants for Residential Tower: Walker Parking 
Consultants
Vertical Transportation Consultants for Residential Tower:  
Persohn Hahn Associates
Lead Programming: Paladino and Company
Contractor: Clark Construction Group

View from interior toward the new plaza.
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Retail atrium  
before renovation.

Retail atrium.

Courtesy of CallisonRTKL
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Ballston Quarter. The project is anchored by an existing Macy’s 
department store—the former Hecht’s—on one end and a new 
23-story, 406-unit residential tower over street-level retail at the 
other end. Cooper Carry served as architects of record for the 
western portion of the mall renovation.
 Reinvigorating such a large and multifaceted complex 
required a unique and catalytic planning process that was 
executed by collaborative teams. It also relied on a public-private 
partnership to finance portions of the public infrastructure and 
improvements within the site. The result is a largely open-air, 
mixed-use development that is hardly recognizable by those 
who remember the closed-off mall that once sat at the nexus of 
North Glebe Road and Wilson Boulevard, one of Arlington’s 
busiest intersections. 
  “The visioning for the site started with an intensive 
two-day workshop with some forty active participants,” 
said CallisonRTKL vice president Marc Fairbrother, AIA, 
NCARB, who led the project team. The participants included 
representatives from the client (Forest City—now part of 
Brookfield Properties), the design team, demographers, 
branding consultants, and others with special expertise. From 
this workshop emerged the concept of “de-malling the mall,” 
which entailed removing large portions of the enclosed and 
sequestered interior circulation and atrium, adding a pedestrian 
mews, and carving out a public plaza. 
 The project was ultimately divided into two pieces: 
CallisonRTKL’s DC office was responsible for the residential 
tower and its retail podium, while the firm’s Dallas office took 
on the design of the remaining retail center with Cooper Carry 
as architects of record. Several other architecture firms—
Gensler, HapstakDemetriou+, and STUDIOS Architecture—
designed various interior spaces throughout the project.
 At the outset, CallisonRTKL understood that it was crucial 
to recognize and appreciate the history of the shopping center 
and to reflect that identity in the redesign. It was also important 

New residential tower.

Open-air retail “mews.” Seating in public plaza.
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to understand and retain elements that were still 
valued by the community, such as the food court, 
ice rink, and access to public transport. “We wanted 
to juxtapose the old with the new,” said Fairbrother. 
“Salvaging and enhancing an existing masonry-clad 
structure to exude a warehouse vibe gave the project a 
feeling of authenticity and a historic patina. Juxtaposed 
against this enhanced masonry structure is a warm 
modern architectural vocabulary and materials 
palette—the balance of the project design.”
 Reconceptualizing the mall as a “found space,” 
CallisonRTKL “embraced the grit.” The firm not only 
maintained a large portion of the existing brick exterior 
but extended it to wrap around into the interior of 
the site. With new black-framed windows and large 
painted letters reading “Ballston,” the main street 
façade does indeed resemble a renovated historic 
warehouse, helping to counter any lingering negative 
perceptions of a faded 1980s-era shopping mall. 
 “Developers often look for historical reference 
points, those things that give a place identity, a sense 
of place,” said Lauren Ford, AIA, LEED AP BD+C, of 
Cooper Carry, the architects of record. “We aimed to 
craft an environment that was ‘of the place’ through 
adaptive reuse.” 
 Keeping the core of the mall intact but removing 
sections of the roof and reorienting several spaces 
from inside to outside, the design team envisioned 
a truly three-dimensional composition rather than 
just a single plane of retail space. The project relied 
not only on physical renovations to the building, but 
also on reworking the range of tenants, focusing more 
on restaurants, entertainment venues, and local and 
regional retailers, reflecting shifts in the customer 
base. “We wanted to broaden the purpose of the space 
from shopping and retail to a civic and community 
gathering space,” commented Ford.
 CallisonRTKL not only removed the roof from the 
large atrium that once housed the food court, but also 
transformed the space into an outdoor, terraced plaza 
now called Quarter Market, which boasts a vibrant 
array of fast-dining options. 
 Fairbrother noted how important it was to “bring 
the community into the project.” One of the ways the 
architectural team did that was through the design 
process for the Ballston Quarter pedestrian bridge, 
which involved substantial community input. The 
architects also focused on efforts to improve the 
streetscape and facilitate access to the site by removing 
fences, bringing in more pedestrian crossing points, 
and widening sidewalks. 
 CallisonRTKL was challenged with redesigning 
a mall for the 21st century. By deconstructing the 
existing complex and creating a new plan that mimics 
a traditional city center, complete with public spaces 
that encourage spontaneous encounters, the firm gave 
the site a much stronger identity. Ballston Quarter now 
serves as a true urban centerpiece for its increasingly 
walkable and densely populated neighborhood.

Apartment interior.
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Gensler Remakes  
Motion Picture Association 
Headquarters by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Hollywood  
on the Potomac
Hollywood  
on the Potomac

Project: Motion Picture Association, 
1600 I Street, NW, Washington, DC 

Architects: Gensler
Landscape Architects: OCULUS
Lighting Designers: Bliss Fasman Inc. (base building);  
SBLD Studio (interiors—levels 1 & 2); Barbazon Lighting Co.  
(lighting control consultants)
Structural Engineers: Cardno
MEP Engineers: Thompson Ehle Company (base building);  
GPI (interiors)
Civil Engineers: Wiles Mensch Corporation
Acoustical Consultants: Polysonics (base building); CMS (interiors)
Audiovisual Consultants: CMS AudioVisual
Code Consultants: ARUP
Elevator Consultants: Michael Blades & Associates
Millwork Consultants: Jefferson Millwork (base building); 
Washington Woodworking (interiors)
Custom Fabricators: Eventscape
Graphics: Gensler (design); Applied Image (fabrication)
Owner’s Representative: KGO
Contractor: Clark Construction (base building);  
HITT Contracting (interiors)

Glamour. Drama. Elegance. Adventure. Romance. 
 All of these qualities widely associated with the movie 
industry were, until recently, in surprisingly short supply at 
the DC headquarters of the Motion Picture Association (MPA). 
Mundane workspaces, an unmemorable screening room, and 
event facilities that looked like they were borrowed from a  
mid-range convention hotel occupied a nondescript office 
building that was custom built for the organization in the late 
1960s, when boxy concrete structures were the order of the day. 
 Fashions in commercial architecture and interiors have 
shifted considerably since then, but the location of MPA’s 
building—at the corner of 16th and I streets, NW, just one 
block from Lafayette Square—could hardly be better for an 
association seeking to influence policy at the highest levels 
of government. Accordingly, the MPA decided to stay put, 
but hired Gensler to transform its bland headquarters into a 
mini-cultural hub that melds Hollywood glamour with state-
of-the-art technology. Gensler’s scope of work included not only 
revamping the association’s offices and movie-screening spaces, 
but also modernizing the base building, which MPA still owned. 
To facilitate this ambitious project, MPA converted its portion of 
the property into a condominium and sold a majority interest 
to the Trammel Crow Company, a Dallas-based real estate 
development firm that oversaw the renovations, along with 
investment firm Meadow Partners. 
 The existing building, commissioned by longtime MPA 
president Jack Valenti and designed by local architect Vlastimil 
Koubek, replaced a historic mansion that the association had 
bought in the 1940s and gradually outgrown. Koubek’s design 
consisted of eggcrate-like concrete façades with deeply inset 
windows perched atop widely spaced square columns at ground 
level. Because these concrete frames were structural, acting 
as giant trusses supporting the edges of the floor slabs, they 
could not be removed without demolishing the entire building. 
Gensler’s renovation retained the basic grid of the façades, but 
modernized the building envelope by reducing the depth of the 
inset glass by one-half and adding bands of limestone to mark 
the edges of the floor slabs, thus converting a rather static grid 

Lobby and pre-function area for the Motion Picture Association’s  
screening facilities. In the left background is a costume from the  
Pirates of the Caribbean movie franchise.

Courtesy of Gensler
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Courtesy of Gensler

Courtesy of GenslerRendering of the renovated base building (final exterior photography was delayed due to the coronavirus pandemic).

The base building  
before renovation.



into a composition with distinct horizontal emphasis. 
The renovated exterior retains a sense of depth that yields 
changing patterns of light and shadow—a welcome 
contrast to the flat, humdrum glass boxes that have 
become all-too common in downtown DC.
 Prior to renovation, the building’s landscaping 
largely hid the ground floor interior spaces from 
passing pedestrians, and the two main entrances—one 
off of 16th Street for the offices and one off of I Street 
for the movie-screening facilities—were tucked well 
behind the perimeter columns. The design team, along 
with landscape architecture firm OCULUS, reworked the 
site plan to minimize visual barriers. The designers also 
added glassy new vestibules that bring the entrances 
closer to the sidewalk and opened up the interior of the 
office lobby to create a more commodious entry space.
 “The split entrances created an interesting 
dynamic in terms of the ground-level experience,” said 
Jordan Goldstein, FAIA, FIIDA, LEED AP, principal 
and global director of design for Gensler. “They must 
be treated in a way that recognizes that one is the 
larger threshold for the building, and the other wanted 
a strong connection to the MPA event spaces from the 
street. We wanted to build anticipation into the entry 
sequence for each.”
 The MPA event spaces on the first and second floors 
include a 118-seat screening theater, a concession stand,  
a “green room,” and a spacious lobby/pre-function 

area. The pre-function space is defined by a curvilinear 
wall that links the reception desk, theater entrance, 
concession stand, and a large digital screen visible 
from the street, creating a dynamic contrast to the 
underlying rectilinearity of the base building. The 
serpentine wall, the shape of which was inspired by 
old-time movie reels, is lined with vertical, champagne-
colored metal fins that evoke the pleats in billowing 
theatrical curtains. 
 “Our partners at [architectural fabricator] Eventscape  
helped us fabricate and experiment with the fin spacing,”  
said John McKinney, IIDA, principal and design 
director at Gensler. “We did a full-size mock-up of a 
ten-foot section, then played with how the lighting 
works. The perception of the surface changes as you 
move—when you look at it straight on, you see the 
backdrop wall, made of high-contrast plastic laminate.”
 In order to lend interest to the expansive ceiling in 
the pre-function area, Gensler created a custom system 
of faceted, stretched-fabric panels. Although based on 
a standardized kit of parts, the panels are installed in 
an irregular pattern that makes it appear as though the 
entire ceiling were specially sculpted. The panelized 
system allows easy access to mechanical equipment 
above, while the fabric surface helps to control the 
acoustics of the large space.
 To enhance the sense of drama in the procession 
from the pre-function area into the screening room, 

Lobby and pre-function space, with entrance to the screening room/theater at left.

The pre-function space before renovation.

Courtesy of Gensler
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The screening room/theater.

Screening room/theater as seen from the stage.

The screening room/theater before renovation.

Courtesy of Gensler
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the design team employed several bits of subtle yet deft 
architectural choreography. Over the doorway leading to  
the theater, for example, is a canopy-like soffit that bows 
outward from the serpentine wall and is finished in the 
same metal fins. The canopy evokes an old-fashioned 
movie theater marquee without resorting to hokey 
imitation. When an event is about to begin in the 
screening room, lights in the pre-function space begin to  
pulse, thus drawing guests into the theater. The corridor 
between the internal doorway and the theater space is 
lined with red carpet, making all visitors feel like VIPs.
 The screening room itself occupies the same 
double-height space that was carved out for it in 
Koubek’s original design for the building. Previously 
encircled by drab beige draperies, the theater is now 
a much warmer and livelier room, its side walls lined 
with metal fins like those in the pre-function area. Cove 
lights inset into the side walls lead the eye toward an 
arc of classic theater sconce lights that swoop upward 
to frame the screen. While most of the chairs in the 
theater are upholstered in black, the three rows closest 
to the screen are covered in amber-colored mohair, 
creating a more intimate environment for smaller 
screenings without the need for moveable partitions.
 The theater incorporates sophisticated audiovisual 
technology, including a Dolby Atmos sound system 
powered by 41 speakers and six subwoofers. “The 

sound just moves around you—it’s very immersive.” 
said McKinney. “MPA wanted this to be the best 
screening room on the East Coast. From a technological 
standpoint, I believe it’s one of the best in the country.”
 The “green room” on the second floor, which is 
named in honor of the late Jack Valenti, is actually 
mostly finished in what the architects call “Hollywood 
red,” including the carpet, ceiling, and plush seating. 
Located in an area of the building that does not enjoy 
good views outward, the space is cocoon-like, with 
heavy, red-velvet draperies lining the outside wall. 
The room has a built-in make-up counter, bar, and 
hospitality area for guests preparing to go on stage in 
the main theater. The Valenti Room can also double as a 
private screening facility. 
 Visitors arriving at MPA’s offices on the eighth 
floor of the building are greeted by an elevator lobby 
that also features a red carpet, along with photomurals 
depicting theater marquees, searchlights, and swarms 
of paparazzi. The office reception area includes a 
waiting and breakout space with a display wall 
featuring memorabilia from famous movies produced 
by MPA member studios, including the “proton pack” 
from the 2016 version of Ghostbusters, the Sorting Hat 
from the Harry Potter movies, and Aquaman’s suit. A 
large conference area and various private and open 
offices make up the rest of the floor.

The Valenti Room, which serves as the green room for the theater. Elevator lobby on the MPA office floor.
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 The Gensler team expressed delight that MPA 
was so open to a dramatic transformation of its offices, 
event spaces, and base building. “Technology really 
helped us,” said Goldstein. “It would be hard to have 
someone fully imagine what it would be like to be in 

[our proposed] screening room, for instance, but we 
brought [MPA chairman and CEO] Charles Rivkin in, 
gave him virtual reality goggles, and it was as if he was 
in the theater. Within five minutes we got buy-in that 
might have taken a long time otherwise.”

Elevator lobby on the MPA office floor.

Office reception area, with conference room in the right 
background. The display case includes Elton John’s jacket 
from Rocketman (top left), the “proton pack” from the 
remake of Ghostbusters (top center left), the Sorting Hat 
from the Harry Potter series (top center right), and the 
Aquaman suit (right). 

Office reception area. The wall at right is an acoustical wood panel covered in a film photomural depicting  
the screening room/theater filled with people. On the table is an adding machine from the movie Hidden Figures.
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HOK DC Renovates 
Its Offices in Georgetown’s 
Historic Canal House
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Industrial ChicIndustrial Chic

Main staircase in HOK’s Washington, DC, studio.  
Note the soundproof pod just to the left of the upper stair 
landing, and the living green wall in the background.
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Project: HOK Washington, DC, Studio, 
3223 Grace Street, NW, Washington, DC 

Architects: HOK
Contractor: Peris Construction

Long before open offices became common in the 
corporate world, many architecture firms operated out 
of unpartitioned studios. Such open spaces not only 
facilitated the exchange of ideas that has always been a 
hallmark of large-scale architectural practice, but also 
readily accommodated the piles of stuff—drawings, 
models, material samples, and reference books—that 
quickly accumulated in architecture offices before the 
digital era. There’s a reason why movies and television 
shows often depict architects working in renovated 
warehouses or other former industrial structures.
 The DC office of HOK, a global architecture, 
engineering, and planning firm founded as Hellmuth, 
Obata + Kassabaum in 1955, occupies just such a 
structure in Georgetown. Known as Canal House, for 
its location along the historic C&O Canal, the building 
once served as a power house for the Capital Traction 
Company, one of DC’s major streetcar operators in 
the early 20th century. Before the streetcars were 
electrified in the 1890s, the building—or possibly an 
earlier structure that was replaced by the current one—
was used by the Washington & Georgetown Railroad 
Company to mill and store feed for its horses, among 
other functions.
 Many Washington-area design aficionados fondly 
remember Canal House as the home of Conran’s, 
one of only a few U.S. branches of the British home 
furnishings chain Habitat. In the 1980s, Conran’s 
was the go-to store for inventive modern furniture, 
housewares, and linens. Loyal customers were 
heartbroken by the store’s closure in 1994. 
 Fortunately, the building remained in the design 
family in a sense when HOK moved its DC office there 
in 1996. Perhaps eager to get settled, the firm made 
only limited changes to the interior at the time. A 
former Conran’s customer who happened to walk into 
the space as recently as a few years ago might have 

All photos © Jeffrey Totaro, except as noted

Courtesy of HOKMain staircase before renovation.
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recognized the slatted ceiling and broad staircases left 
over from its retail past. 
 HOK’s current chairman and CEO, Bill Hellmuth, 
FAIA, LEED AP BD+C, is also a design principal in 
the DC office, which he knew was due for a renovation. 
To oversee the project, he called on Stephen Beacham, 
AIA, IIDA, principal and director of design, interiors, 
who had joined HOK in its new Philadelphia branch 
in 2015 and already led the redesign of that studio 
space and a smaller one in Short Hills, New Jersey. 
Before moving to DC, Beacham had been living in New 
York for several years working on a major project at 
LaGuardia Airport. 
 Designing a space for one’s own architectural 
colleagues—with their competing ideas, tastes, and 
philosophies—would be challenging under any 
circumstances, but Beacham felt an even greater sense 
of responsibility in this case. “My client was none 

Reception area.

Entrance to the HOK studio.
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other than our own CEO,” he said. “Bill [Hellmuth] had a lot 
of strong ideas, but he’s always been great at giving people the 
opportunity to develop their own design identities.”
 As usual, practical issues drove some of Beacham’s key 
design decisions. For example, he quickly learned that the firm’s 
office space had been plagued over the years by leaks from the  
apartments on the floors above—the result of chronically deferred 
maintenance that was beyond HOK’s control. The extent of the 
problem became even more evident when a contractor removed 
portions of the existing ceiling. “You could look up and see the 
undersides of people’s bathtubs,” Beacham recalled.
 Recognizing that such problems were likely to continue, he 
decided to leave most of the overhead ducts and pipes exposed, 
painting them charcoal gray—along with the floor slab above—
to reduce their visual impact. A few specific spaces, however, 
warranted special ceiling treatments. Over the main stairway 
linking the two levels of the office, an informal array of cloud-
like, hexagonal acoustical tile pods, made from off-the-shelf 

components, not only marks the principal vertical circulation 
point, but also breaks up a long vista from the entry vestibule 
through the reception area, conference area, and part of the 
studio space.
 The reception area is defined in part by two planes of white 
drywall on either side of a swath that is open to the charcoal-
gray-painted ducts, plumbing, and floor slab. These two white 
planes appear impossibly thin thanks to the detailing of their 
edges, which were cut at 45-degree angles, with the upward-
facing angled surfaces painted the same dark gray as the ducts 
and pipes above. This technique not only reduces the apparent 
weight of the ceiling planes, but also hints at a broader design 
concept underlying the renovation. 
 “The building itself, with thick brick walls and deep arches, 
is very solid—it’s all about mass,” explained Beacham. “The 
renovation is all about juxtaposition. What better way to contrast 
that thick historic structure than with thin edges and frames?”

Conference room adjacent to the reception area.
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 Besides the paper-thin ceiling planes over the 
reception area, this motif also appears in the suspended 
rectangular lighting fixtures used throughout the space. 
These fixtures consist of edge-lit acrylic bars with 
diffused bottom surfaces that help to distribute the 
light. Seen from one end of the space, the light fixtures 
create a crisp two-dimensional composition hovering 
overhead, seemingly etched in an ethereal glow.
 Even the artwork on some walls of the office 
reinforces the theme of thinness. Photographs 
depicting eye-catching details from completed HOK 
projects are mounted on reverse-bevel backing, 
creating knife-like edges similar to those on the ceiling 
planes in the reception area. The images thus appear 
to be floating slightly in front of the wall surfaces on 
which they hang.
 Offsetting all of that precision and the cool 
gray-and-white color scheme are several biophilic 
elements—that is, materials that reflect nature, whether 
directly or indirectly. Indirect biophilic elements include 
the wood floor in the reception area, the live-edge maple 
table in the adjacent conference area, and a smattering 
of wood seating. The major direct biophilic element is a 
green wall—a richly textured tapestry of live plants—
that terminates the central visual axis running from the 
reception area and across the main staircase.  
 As usual in the digital age, the renovation resulted 
in smaller workstations for most firm members and an 
increase in the amount of shared space. Recognizing 
that each team within a multidisciplinary firm works 
in its own way, Beacham invited the various groups to 
design aspects of their own areas. The planning group,  
for instance, still does some manual drafting, and 

therefore chose to include some work surfaces that 
would allow for that. Among the shared spaces 
is a sleek, sound-proof pod stationed by the main 
staircase, which adds a strikingly futuristic touch to the 
otherwise understated environment.
 “First impressions of our DC studio used to be 
underwhelming,” said Beacham. “The interiors really 
didn’t seem like they belonged to one of the largest 
firms in the world. There was no sense of focus. Now, 
not only does it look like a major architecture office, but 
we constantly get people ogling through the windows 
just to see into the space.” 

The author thanks architectural historians Emily Eig and 
Alyssa Stein, of EHT Traceries, for their assistance in sorting 
out the early history of the Canal House.

Open workspace. Conference room.

Conference space created  
from a side stairway dating  
to the building’s retail past.

Typical workspace before renovation. Courtesy of HOK
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Conference room.

Conference space created  
from a side stairway dating  
to the building’s retail past.











New Headquarters Helps  
Urban Institute Evolve  
Its Ways of Working 
by G. Martin Moeller, Jr., Assoc. AIA

Stairway to 
Collaboration
Stairway to 
Collaboration 

Project: Urban Institute, 
500 L’Enfant Plaza, SW, Washington, DC 

Architects: HYL Architecture
Lighting Designers: MCLA Architectural Lighting Design 
(general); Podium Arts (theater)
MEP Engineers: Girard Engineering
Acoustical Consultants: Cerami 
Graphics/Signage Consultants: SUI
Code Consultants: ARUP
LEED Consultants: Paladino and Company
Security Consultants: Kastle Systems
Project Managers/IT Consultants: MGAC
Contractor: James G. Davis Construction Corporation

Main staircase within the offices of the Urban Institute.
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Organizations, like people, can become set in their ways. 
That was true for the Urban Institute, a non-profit think tank 
that conducts economic and social policy research in a range 
of subject areas including health, housing, and taxation. 
Founded in 1968, the institute spent its first 50 years in the 
same office space in DC’s West End. Workplace models 
changed dramatically over the course of that half-century, 
moving toward more open and informal environments, 
but the institute’s scholars and other staff members had 
grown accustomed to the spacious private offices and 
compartmentalization of their long-time headquarters.
 As the institute prepared to move into a new building in 
Southwest DC last year, its president, Sarah Rosen Wartell, saw 
an opportunity to “de-silo” the organization’s various research 
centers and encourage intellectual cross-pollination. That 
broad goal was among the priorities laid out for the project 
team at HYL Architecture, which was hired to design the new 
office space. Wartell’s idea remained disquieting, however, to 
many of her colleagues, some of whom even expressed concern 
that imposing a more collaborative work environment could 
diminish the institute’s effectiveness.
 “There was a lot of resistance to change,” said Whitney 
Loke, AIA, LEED AP, principal at HYL. “It was not our role to 
try to convince them. We were there to listen, not to push a  
certain agenda, even if it happened to be the president’s agenda.”

 HYL embarked on an intensive research and programming 
effort aimed at fully understanding how the institute’s staff 
worked, how its constituent policy centers interacted (or didn’t), 
and how much workspace each staff member really needed 
now that computerization has reduced reliance on physical 
documents and files. Meanwhile, the design team began testing 
possible layouts in the new building, which is nestled between 
L’Enfant Plaza and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

One of the collaborative hub spaces, with the pantry in the right background.

Staff pantry.
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Main staircase and seating area.

Promenade level reception area.

Typical private office. Building lobby, with Urban Institute reception area behind.
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Development. The office floors of the base building, which was 
designed by ZGF, have an unusual shape in plan—reminiscent 
of an asymmetrical bow tie—that posed both challenges and 
opportunities for the interior designers. 
 HYL’s solution was a hybrid layout in which most staff 
members still have private offices—albeit smaller than 
before—lining the perimeter of the building, combined with 
a smattering of open workstations, complemented by an array 
of collaborative meeting spaces. Some of these collaborative 
spaces were positioned to take advantage of views toward the 
bustling new District Wharf development on the other side of 
the L’Enfant Promenade. Others occupy potentially awkward 
but undeniably interesting little nooks at acute corners of the 
bow-tie-shaped plan. 
 Taken alone, such design moves hardly seem radical, but 
HYL had another, more transformational planning strategy up 
its sleeve. Taking advantage of the fact that the new building 
was not yet under construction when the interior design process  
began, HYL approached the base building’s developer, JBG 
SMITH, to negotiate a series of structural changes. Among these 
changes was the provision of an open stairwell connecting all 
seven office floors occupied by the Urban Institute. 
 “We came up with the idea of an interconnecting stair in 
order to encourage staff interaction,” said Loke. “Then we went 
a step further. We purposefully organized the different policy 
centers around the stairs, and then deliberately split individual 
centers between floors, even if they would fit on one. So there 
are multiple centers per floor.”
 To encourage staff members to use the stairs, HYL lined 
them with bright, large-scale graphics depicting the urban 
plans of some of the cities in which the institute has worked. 
The color scheme for these murals, including a cheerful yellow 
and a bright blue, is derived from the institute’s logo and 
corporate graphic identity. To keep costs down, the graphics 
were executed inexpensively using simple paint.
 “During the first week of the multi-phase move-in,” recalled 
Loke, “one of the policy center leaders who had been skeptical 
of opening things up came up to me and said, ‘The past is 
past. I have to say you’ve done a really good job and people 
are really happy with the space.’ It was a big compliment. 
She said it right in front of the stair, near the staff pantry area 
overlooking the Wharf. A lot of teams were already starting to 
use these spaces for meetings.”
 One of the major advantages of the Urban Institute’s move 
to the new building was the chance to create a welcoming 
conference center that would facilitate collaboration with 
outside organizations. The center occupies most of the 
building’s main entry level, which is accessible by pedestrians 
from the L’Enfant Promenade. In addition to a spacious 
reception area/pre-function space, the facilities include a 
theater with moveable seating and a large digital screen, a  
mid-sized multi-purpose room, and several smaller meeting  
or break-out spaces.
 On this floor, once again, HYL worked with the base  
building developer to modify structural elements so as to 
accommodate the open spaces that the conference center would 
require. Some columns were shifted, others were removed 
entirely, restroom facilities were relocated and enlarged, 
and soundproofing of the exterior wall next to the theater 

Building lobby, with Urban Institute reception area behind.
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was beefed up, thus making the space quiet enough for live 
broadcasts. These pre-construction modifications, coupled with 
those on the office floors above, reinforce the distinctly bespoke 
feel of the institute’s new facilities.
 Loke was very complimentary of the project team from 
the Urban Institute: “Whenever there was an issue or hiccup in 

the process, they were so calm in their approach to everything. 
Often there’s no celebration when a client moves into new 
offices, because everyone’s so busy, but in this case, there was 
a big opening event. We were invited, and we got to see people 
we had interacted with at all stages. Throughout, it was just a 
wonderful experience.”

Theater on the promenade level.

“Jewel” conference room on the promenade level.
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