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aBstract

The key relat�onsh�p �n a theater �s between the aud�ence and the product�on staff.  I explored th�s relat�onsh�p 
through a perform�ng arts complex located on Mt. Vernon Square �n Wash�ngton DC.  The two quest�ons that 
drove the thes�s were: How are the spaces occup�ed by the aud�ence d�fferent from those that are occup�ed by the 
product�on staff?  What �s the arch�tectural �mpact of the theatre’s structure on the relat�onsh�p of these two d�f-
ferent groups and the�r spaces?
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South view of buiding.  Production and shop spaces are found on this side of the building.
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Theater in Western Culture originated in Greece specifically in Athens.  Athens and the sur-
round�ng prov�nce had four major rel�g�ous fest�vals each year.  The largest of them was known 
as the C�ty D�onys�a wh�ch was for the god D�onysus.  Tak�ng place somewhere around March 
or Apr�l �t was a ser�es of contests and compet�t�ons between �nd�v�duals and the tr�bes of Ath-
ens.  Athens was divided into ten and eventually twelve to fifteen “tribes” or social groups that 
made up the c�ty’s soc�al h�erarchy.  The compet�t�ons between tr�bes started off as a s�ng�ng 
and danc�ng compet�t�ons of what �s known as the dithyramb.  The dithyramb �s a danc�ng 
and s�ng�ng performance done by a cho�r of men that told stor�es about Athens and D�onysus.  
Each tr�be would enter a cho�r of men and one of boys to compete.  These cho�rs could number 
up to a thousand c�t�zens each.  They would dance and s�ng �n large c�rcles around an altar or 
fire that was near the temple of Dionysus.  Thousands of spectators would come to watch the 
fest�val surround�ng the dithyramb.  These songs became more complex over t�me and eventu-
ally transformed �nto what we know as theater.  The compet�t�ons that were popular w�th the 
dithyramb became even more so w�th the theatre fest�val.  The fest�val’s structure eventually 
evolved �nto each tr�be or group would perform three related dramas and a satyr play, wh�ch 
was a comedy related to the other dramas.   The sh�ft from the dithyramb to the theatre had 
marked changes �n the structures they used for these related act�v�t�es.  The word orchestra �n 
ancient Greek referred to the “dancing place”.  This is the area that was populated by the dithy-
ramb and many of the ru�ns of anc�ent theaters st�ll have an altar �n the center of these orches-
tras.  Now �nstead of the aud�ence fully surround�ng the orchestra �t changed and surrounded 
the orchestra on sl�ghtly more than three s�des, orent�ng the aud�ence toward a small wooden 
bu�ld�ng called the skene.  W�th�n the skene some of the most spectacular parts of the Greek 
theatre were revealed.  In the beg�nn�ng, �t was only used for storage of costumes, masks, and 
other th�ngs for the plays dur�ng the day, but �t became more than that later, �t allowed for grand 
entrances, h�dden act�ons and most of all �t became the place that the actor spoke look�ng over 
the chorus toward the aud�ence.  It created a focal po�nt for the act�on of the stor�es.  The skene 
also became a veh�cle for mechan�zed �mprovements to the stage.  Extra add�t�ons to the skene 
were added on each s�de, known a paraskenion, creat�ng an enclosed area for the proskenion.  
The proskenion �s a ra�sed platform �n front of the skene where the major�ty of the act�ng took 
place.  The skene was used �n a number of ways.  Actors cl�mbed on top of �t for some th�ngs 
and a roll�ng platform called the ekkyklyma came out from the �ns�de of �t onto the proskenion 
allow�ng for bod�es or objects to be brought onto stage for others. Mult�ple s�ded stage back-
drops that revolved called periaktos were used to change the scene’s locat�on or t�me of day.  
The machina �s the most famous of these stage dev�ces.  It was a crane thought to have been 
beh�nd the skene that would allow a person to be lowered onto stage from above.  Typ�cally 
these characters were gods or other myth�cal creatures com�ng down to the mortals from the 
heavens. The heavy use of th�s crane �n dramas dur�ng the Greek theatre led to the Lat�n phrase 
“Deus ex machina” when translated is ‘god out of a machine’ but it is still used to refer to a 
s�tuat�on that can only be resolved through a d�v�ne means.

The Roman theatre was based on that from the Greeks but there were some d�fferences.  The 
aud�ence area changed to a half c�rcle from more than three quarters of one.  Secondly the 
skene changed �nto the scaena wh�ch was a large mult�ple story structure that stretched from 
the outs�de of the aud�ence to the same on the other s�de.  The scaena was then d�v�ded �nto a 
separate stag�ng area known as the scaena frons wh�ch trad�t�onally had two to three stor�es of 
n�ches and columns for actors and act�on to occupy as well as a small stage �n front of �t for the 
ma�n act�on of the plays.  The stag�ng area along w�th the rest was ra�sed above the orchestra 
area now b�sected by the scaena.  Also the orchestras of the roman per�od had lost the�r altars or 
other central element poss�bly to the scaena �tself.  The Romans adopted the theatre as a form 
of enterta�nment and as such they no longer l�m�ted �t to a s�ngular rel�g�ous fest�val.  They 
d�ssem�nated �t throughout the emp�re mak�ng �t access�ble to a var�ety of cultures and reg�ons.  
Along with the art of theatre the Romans were builders and around the first century B.C. they 
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began to bu�ld permanent structures.  Before th�s they would construct wooden structures for the 
fest�val much l�ke the early Greeks and after the fest�val they would d�sassemble �t.  Eventually for 
the Romans the number of fest�vals and the regular use of the structures became so heavy that they 
began bu�ld�ng permanent structures out of stone and cement.  These large bu�ld�ngs were some 
of the largest �n the c�ty many t�mes r�val�ng the glad�ator�al arena, baths, and marketplaces �n s�ze 
and scope �n many c�t�es.  

From the fall of the Roman Emp�re �n Western Europe unt�l the m�ddle ages theatre as a large spec-
tacle van�shed.  The plays were read and many were lost and theatre became d�v�ded.  An academ�c 
understand�ng and preservat�on of the anc�ent works occurred through the church and other means, 
allowing for the rebirth hundreds of years later.  The other half of theater struggled to find a foot 
hold �n the performance trad�t�ons.  Small troupes of men would wander throughout Europe per-
form�ng, �n c�ty squares, a character based �mprov�sat�onal story, l�ke a soap opera, and �n very rare 
cases anc�ent texts from Rome. The roman texts that surv�ved �n many cases were used by scholars 
to teach Lat�n not as encouragement for performance but as text to translate.  A lot of th�s was 
brought along by the western Cathol�c Church wh�ch saw theatre as a means to the dev�l.  In the 
tenth century A.D. the church rev�ved theatre as a means of teach�ng.  L�turg�cal drama was, and �n 
some cases st�ll �s, a sk�t or scene that was enacted as part of the church serv�ce.  These sk�ts would 
�llustrate a po�nt �n the sermon or reference an �mportant day.  L�turg�cal drama took place w�th�n 
the church or on some spec�al days on the church steps as part of the mass.  It actually began w�th 
the tropes, wh�ch were expans�ons on the author�zed l�turgy to expand understand�ng, �mpact or �ts 
appeal.  The tropes were often set to mus�c and many t�mes was a sung d�alogue between groups 
much l�ke the anc�ent Greek choruses of the d�thyramb or the early Greek theatre.  These tropes 
became less mus�cal over t�me becom�ng d�alogues between groups and eventually �nd�v�duals.
Cycle plays were used to teach the scr�ptural h�story through �llustrat�on by the d�fferent craft 
gu�lds that would part�c�pate �n the feast and celebrat�on of certa�n hol�days.  Cycle plays were 
also known as pageant plays.  They were performed on a ser�es of wagons known as pageants that 
were bu�lt by the gu�lds of a c�ty.  These plays would �llustrate the story of a sa�nt, m�racle, or of an 
�mportant h�stor�cal event to the church.  The modern Easter pageant �s a descendent of these plays.  
Each wagon would have one scene from the play as a whole, and they would perform �t aga�n and 
aga�n throughout the fest�val.  There �s ev�dence that the carts were drawn through a town each 
pageant stopp�ng where the last had, so the spectators could see the next play.  There also �s ev�-
dence that the carts were rolled �nto the town square or �n front of the church where the aud�ence 
would walk from cart to cart watch�ng one play at a t�me.  Because each cart was sponsored by a 
gu�ld and these fest�vals became so popular many of the gu�lds tr�ed to bu�ld the largest and most 
extravagant pageant.  Each gu�ld had ownersh�p over the play they performed and �t was passed 
down through the generat�ons.  The York cycle has forty-e�ght plays that make up �ts ent�rety and 
the fest�val assoc�ated w�th �t took many days.  As the plays became more complex the wagons 
became part of the stage and not �ts ent�rety act�ng more l�ke a skene by prov�d�ng an or�entat�on 
as well as a structure to produce spec�al effects and perform costume changes.

Moral�ty plays were and are a form of drama that �llustrates certa�n teach�ngs and many t�mes the 
pitfalls of Christian life.  The most famous of the morality plays is “Everyman” where the pitfalls 
of fac�ng our death are explored and the acceptance of god �s a g�ven.  Moral�ty plays were less 
formal �n presentat�on and no str�ct presentat�onal form ever developed.  However, the everlast�ng 
footpr�nt of the moral�ty drama at th�s t�me cannot be understated.  The form of the storytell�ng and 
conventions for psychological conflict, resolution, and anguish in modern storytelling is reliant on 
this.  Almost all secular drama, opera, film, television, radio, and books have been influenced by 
�ts many qual�t�es and examples from th�s t�me.  The relat�onsh�p establ�shed between the actor 
and the audience is first established within the text.  These textual references directly influence the 
ways that the stage �s set to the aud�ence.  Through the prol�ferat�on of th�s play type �t establ�shed 
a un�versal texturally based permanent theatre rev�v�ng non secular drama. The�r popular�ty arose 
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from the�r lack of d�rect relat�onsh�p to scr�pture, and over t�me these plays became more and 
more graph�c.  So much so that the church tr�ed to stop them, but by that po�nt �t was too late 
and theatre had been reborn.  So the last�ng her�tage of the moral�ty play �s subtle and h�dden 
w�th�n a larger quest�on about popular culture. Once the art had been red�scovered and an 
educated class of the rena�ssance comb�ned th�s new performance w�th the anc�ent roman texts 
they were taught w�th Lat�n. So Shakespeare, Marlow, and many others gave b�rth to secular 
drama.

Late med�eval and El�zabethan theatre was dom�nated by troupes of actors who dur�ng the 
M�ddle Ages would wander through out the country and perform �n the c�ty as street perform-
ers.  Now these troupes wandered from town to town try�ng to str�ke a deal w�th an �nnkeeper 
�n order to perform �n the �nn’s yard.  Inn yards were moderately s�zed enclosed spaces that the 
�nnkeeper and the troupe could use to l�m�t the v�ewers and charge an entrance fee to see the 
show.  Many t�mes the aud�ence would be surround�ng the actors on three or more s�des w�th 
spectators on balcon�es above them �n add�t�on to those on the ground.  In England espec�ally 
this form led to the wooden “O” theater which was a series of narrow balconies surrounding a 
courtyard and a small raised stage.  These buildings were built when health and fire concerns 
drove the mag�strates �n London to outlaw performances �n �nn yards.  

Many of these troupes were also sponsored by nobles who held t�tles and lands.  They would 
perform �n manors, palaces, and other homes for the ar�stocrats.  These troupes were not d�f-
ferent; the same men who played for the k�ng m�ght play for a penny a head the next day.   The 
players would perform �n a large room w�th�n the palace usually set up on one end wh�le the 
aud�ence sat �n rows parallel to the front of the stage.  The large theatres, opera houses, and 
concert halls bu�lt �n the rena�ssance and baroque per�ods are modeled �n a way from these 
rooms w�th�n the palaces that the early performances too place.  The ornament and texture of 
these spaces were related to the Grand Salles of the palace but the structure of the bu�ld�ng 
rema�ned �n the scale of the Roman theatres.

Sebast�ano Serl�o �n the m�d s�xteenth century wrote a number of books on arch�tecture. Among 
these works were a ser�es of thoughts about theater des�gn.  Serl�o was a student of h�stor�cal 
arch�tecture and through that h�stor�cal theater des�gn.  He had knowledge of anc�ent Greek 
and Roman theaters and amphitheatres.  The most influential part of his book was a discussion 
on forced perspect�ve stag�ng des�gn.  He proposed and descr�bed a ser�es of scaffold�ng for 
the aud�ence to s�t on as well as a sloped stage w�th a ser�es of pa�nted walls.  When the pa�nt-
�ng and slope worked together an �llus�on of depth could be ach�eved.  Th�s method of stag�ng 
was �ntended to be placed �n the town square or other common area as part of a fest�val.  Also 
as part of h�s d�scuss�on he puts forth a theory that theater set des�gn should only need three 
types of backgrounds; a palace or c�v�c scene for traged�es, a scene from around the c�ty such 
as c�ty street, a house, or an �nn for comed�es, and a forest scene for satyr plays that �nvolve 
the gods and their interactions with the mortals.  Serlio’s book and design was influential on 
the theater des�gn throughout the rena�ssance.  Theater des�gn at th�s po�nt becomes somewhat 
p�ctor�al and the stag�ng �s somewhat less �mportant.  It �s worthwh�le to note that great leaps �n 
theater bu�ld�ng des�gn are almost never co�nc�de w�th great leaps �n theater stag�ng or l�terary 
advancement.  The leap that Serl�o �n�t�ates �n theater des�gn �s not a response to the l�terary 
needs of the age but rather a reflection on historical texts and buildings.  The eventual reper-
cuss�ons of what Serl�o proposes are not felt unt�l much later.  Th�s as I sa�d �s not a new th�ng.  
Many of the greatest works of the Greek theatre took place e�ther before or after the des�gn of 
the theater D�onysus.

Pallad�o was aware of Serl�o’s book and took th�s �dea and expanded upon �t w�th Teatro Olim-
pico.  Pallad�o unquest�onably des�gned and bu�lt the small theater.  The aud�tor�um, orchestra, 
and stage w�th arcade are Pallad�o’s des�gn.  Th�s stage �s one of the most famous from th�s 
t�me per�od of stage des�gn.  Pallad�o �s cons�dered one of the great arch�tects and many of h�s 

bu�ld�ngs are st�ll stud�ed today.  Formally the theatre structure �s a scaled down vers�on of a ro-
man theater.  The �nter�or of �t presents the full facade of an exter�or roman theater complete w�th 
a statue l�ned balcony above the theater w�th a ce�l�ng pa�nted l�ke the sky.  The stage’s back wall 
has statues, carvings and paintings with classical themes.  Within this wall are five openings and 
th�s �s where th�s theater d�ffers from others.  Teatro Olimpico has an expans�on on Serl�o’s s�ngle 
po�nt perspect�ve stage sett�ng and �t �ncludes a three po�nt forced perspect�ve sett�ng through the 
open�ngs �n the wall.  It �s taken for granted that because Pallad�o des�gned the stage he then must 
have des�gned the stage sett�ng beh�nd �t.  However, after Pallad�o’s death �n 1580 another des�gner 
by the name of V�ncenzo Scamozz� was h�red to des�gn the forced perspect�ve set because Pallad�o 
had only left a sketch of the des�gn.  Th�s dynam�c sett�ng along w�th some of Scamozz�’s other 
work became very popular w�th court fest�val theatre all over Italy.

All of th�s culm�nated w�th G�ambatt�sta Allott� �n Parma w�th Teatro Farnese.  Teatro Farnese �s 
important because it was the first true proscenium theater.  In the great tradition of Italian and Ro-
man opulence the theater was capable of much more than stra�ght performance.  The theater had a 
U shaped audience area leaving a great area capable of large floor shows.  These shows included 
horse shows, as well as human performances.  Th�s area could also be sealed off and a pump �n the 
basement of the bu�ld�ng could be used to pump water �n th�s area for water shows.  However, the 
stage was the most h�stor�cally �nterest�ng part of the bu�ld�ng.  The stage had an ornately decorated 
proscen�um wall w�th a large stage open�ng.  Th�s open�ng d�ffers from Pallad�o’s smaller open�ngs 
but the greatest d�fference �s that stage mach�nery could be �ncorporated beh�nd the proscen�um 
wall.  Before th�s po�nt d�fferent scenes could be on stage dur�ng a show by sl�d�ng them along the 
floor using tracks in the stage floor.  The stage machinery allowed the scenery to be released from 
the floor and lifted up into the ceiling.  Also the change of painted drops and other stage technology 
became poss�ble.  Th�s stage became the start of modern theatre technology.  The Ital�an d�ffus�on 
of opera and mus�cal theater throughout Europe brought the stage technology along w�th �t.  Ital-
�an stage des�gners and arch�tects were sought all over Europe for the�r expert�se.  The d�ffus�on 
of opera and theater to the courts of Europe eventually led to the publ�c apprec�at�on of performed 
theater that led the Mol�ere and Shakespeare.

The Ital�ans dur�ng the next two to three centur�es become the true powerhouses of modern the-
ater.  They solved the early �ssues w�th these �nter�or theatr�cal spaces.  They developed methods 
to artificially light and control the environment of the theatre.  The basic premise of the theater 
technology they developed �s st�ll used today.

Att�tudes toward the performance arts change l�ke a pendulum.  The publ�c’s need for them to 
make pol�t�cal statements about soc�ety changes sw�ngs toward an att�tude toward pure spectacle.  
By study�ng Greek texts and other accounts of performances these trends appear to go all the way 
back to the beg�nn�ng of theater.  It may be the nature of soc�ety to have both of these th�ngs com-
�ng �n waves over the course of our culture.  

a BrieF history oF Western theatre and theaters
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6.

1. old carnegie liBrary, Former central liBrary oF dc, currently 
the national music center

2. neW dc conVention center

3. headQuarters oF the united association oF Journeymen and aPPren-
tices oF the PlumBing and PiPe Fitting industry oF the united states and 
canada

4. mt. Vernon Place methodist church

5. 901 neW york aVe., mixed use Building.
6. old dc conVention center site

7. tech World Plaza, Which includes a renaissance hotel 
8. 650 mass aVe. nW, mixed use Building.
9. national PuBlic radio headQuarters

10. selected Building site

11. old shaW neighBorhood, Block includes the Warehouse theatre 
and Bar

Wash�ngton DC has an orthogonal gr�d that spans the major�ty of the c�ty.  
A ser�es of d�agonal streets cut through the c�ty d�v�d�ng �t up.  Many of the 
�mportant spaces w�th�n the c�ty occur where these streets �ntersect.  These 
�ntersect�ons create publ�c spaces such as DuPont C�rcle, Wash�ngton C�rcle 
and L�ncoln Square.  DuPont c�rcle �s r�mmed by res�dent�al scale bu�ld�ngs.  
In the c�rcle �s a publ�c park w�th a founta�n.  It �s an oas�s w�th�n the larger 
c�ty.  A place to watch the c�ty pass by but be separated from �t.  Wash�ngton 
C�rcle has larger bu�ld�ngs such as the old George Town Un�vers�ty Hos-
p�tal.  Georgetown �s older than the rest of the c�ty so Wash�ngton C�rcle 
prov�des an opportun�ty for the c�ty to sh�ft geometry.  L�ncoln Square �s on 
the oppos�te s�de of the c�ty and �s �n a res�dent�al ne�ghborhood of Cap�tol 
H�ll.  It �s a break �n the mer�d�an l�ne that d�v�des the c�ty �nto two.  The 
bu�ld�ngs on th�s square are t�ghtly concentrated when they are not con-
nected and abut the s�dewalk.  In a way they form the wall of an urban room.  
The d�stances up and down East Cap�tol Street are somehow d�m�n�shed 
when on the square.  It feels much more �nt�mate than the space should.  
The bu�ld�ngs that surround �t help because of the�r scale to the s�ze of the 
square.  The central space of square �s fa�rly open w�th a few trees a statue 
of L�ncoln and a couple of sculptures.

Mt. Vernon Square �s d�fferent from these spaces.  At the center of the square 
�s the old Carneg�e L�brary.  The square was part of the L’Enfant plan as an 
open reserve in the north section of the city.  The site previously held a fire 
stat�on and a market.  In 1903 the DC Central l�brary opened us�ng a grant 
from Andrew Carneg�e as part of h�s l�brary program at the t�me.  Th�s 
bu�ld�ng held the central l�brary for the D�str�ct unt�l 1970 when a new l�-
brary was bu�lt.  In 1999 the Carneg�e l�brary was des�gnated as a h�stor�cal 
landmark.

At one t�me the bu�ld�ngs surround�ng the square were res�dent�al �n scale 
much l�ke L�ncoln Square or DuPont C�rcle.  But the ne�ghborhood was less 
affluent and the buildings fell into disrepair.  As this part of the city has been 
gentrified the method of choice has been to tear down the older structures 
�n favor of large commerc�al s�ze bu�ld�ngs. These bu�ld�ngs �n many cases 
take up the ent�re block they res�de on.  The new Wash�ngton Convent�on 
center takes three full c�ty blocks.  It could be argued that �t �n fact takes s�x 
blocks but the erasure of 8th street NW on th�s s�te was probably due s�nce 
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mt. Vernon sQuare and the surronding city

the blocks were rather small compared to the rest of the c�ty.  8th street to 
the south of the square �s just a pedestr�an walkway w�th the bu�ld�ng that 
takes up the street surround�ng and cross�ng over �t �n many places.  These 
two bu�ld�ngs s�t rather close to the street for there scale.  Other bu�ld�ngs on 
the square are the NPR headquarters, a mix use office building, a hotel, the 
old convent�on center s�te, a Method�st church, a res�dent�al bu�ld�ng sur-
rounded by a park�ng lot, and the southern most block of the Shaw h�stor�c 
d�str�ct.

When you are �n the square, the s�ze of �t �s hard to gauge because the bu�ld-
�ng �n the center along w�th the landscap�ng make �t hard to see all the edges 

of the square at once.  Also smaller park spaces occur at the acute corners of 
the blocks surround�ng the square mak�ng an �nv�s�ble edge hard to estab-
l�sh.  As an oas�s from the c�ty �t lacks the seren�ty DuPont c�rcle can have 
and the cohes�ve space that L�ncoln square has.  However, the c�ty �s try�ng 
to redefine what this part of the city wants to be.  With the establishment 
of the Convent�on center, the NPR bu�ld�ng, and the 8th Street br�dge, the 
s�te I have chosen d�ctates a cont�nuat�on of th�s urban cond�t�on �n hopes 
of finishing the square and servicing the Library in its center.  The library 
needs to become an object w�th�n the square not the square �tself wh�ch �t 
st�ll seems to be r�ght now.  
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7.1. Un�ted Assoc�at�on of Journeymen and 
Apprent�ces of the Plumb�ng and P�pe F�tt�ng 
Industry. 

2. Mt. Vernon Place Method�st Church

3. 901 neW york aVe., mixed use Building. 6. Tech World Plaza, wh�ch �ncludes a Rena�ssance Hotel 5. Old Carneg�e L�brary, Formerly the Central L�brary of 
DC, Currenty the Nat�onal Mus�c Center, North facade

8. Nat�onal Publ�c Rad�o Headquarters 9. 650 mass aVe. nW, mixed use 

7. 7th Street facade of the Old Shaw Ne�ghborhood.4.  New DC Convent�on Center. Image by author.

the Buildings and landmarks around mt. Vernon sQuare

5. Old Carneg�e L�brary, South facade.
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the selected site’s current state

The ex�st�ng s�te �s a collect�on of bu�ld�ngs that have 
been added over time.  There are five row houses on 
the s�te.  One �s burned out and abandoned, two appear 
to be res�dences that are occup�ed, one �s a bar or some 
sort of club, and the last �s a ha�r salon that may have 
an apartment above �t.  Other bu�ld�ngs on the s�te �n-
clude an auto body shop, a car deta�ler, a corner del�, 
and a number of unoccup�ed two-story reta�l spaces.  
The last bu�ld�ng on the s�te �s abandoned and appears 
to have been a warehouse or a mechan�cs shop.  The 
rest of the s�te �s a park�ng lot w�th a fenced off area 
w�th demol�shed bu�ld�ngs.  The corner fac�ng Mt. Ver-
non Square �s a day park�ng lot w�th a b�llboard on �t 
and a small attendant bu�ld�ng.

The relat�ve mer�t of the bu�ld�ngs on the s�te was as-
sessed and after a great deal of analys�s �t �s much bet-
ter to remove all of the ex�st�ng structures.  Th�s area 
at one t�me was a v�brant res�dent�al commun�ty much 
more l�ke Cap�tol H�ll around L�ncoln Park.  However 
urban renewal and gentrification in this area of the city 
over the past th�rty years has made these bu�ld�ngs a 
misfit for this part of the city.  The city has labeled the 
blocks north of New York Ave. as a h�stor�c d�str�ct.  
Th�s s�te could have been cons�dered part of that but 
the fabr�c of the old ne�ghborhood �s now lost on th�s 
s�te.  The s�te now needs to be occup�ed �n a way that 
�s cons�stent w�th the scale of the rest of Mt. Vernon 
Square.

The s�te �s w�th�n an arts development d�str�ct.  Up and 
down 7th Street and along E street a renewal of theater 
and other spec�al events has taken place.  Restaurants, 
stores, condos, and new office spaces have culminated 
w�th th�s part of the c�ty hav�ng a sense of urban renewal 
and l�fe to �t.  The add�t�on of a large performance com-
plex �n th�s part of the c�ty �s w�th�n the scope of what 
the c�ty planners are try�ng to accompl�sh and draw to 
th�s part of the d�str�ct.  The �nfrastructure for th�s type 
of bu�ld�ng �s ava�lable because there �s a Metro stat�on 
two blocks north and a number of publ�c park�ng lots 
around the area, �nclud�ng the old convent�on center 
s�te.

Abandonded warehouse or mechanics shop on K street. Row house or converted apartment building along K Street. Converted row houses on K street.  The left one appears to be a club or 
bar and the right is a beauty shop.

Corner deli, burned our row house, and auto body shop on New York Ave. Auto body shop and a row house still used a single family residence 
along New York Ave.

Bilboard, side and back of the abandonded warehouse, and the side of 
the occupied row house on New York Ave.

Auto detailing shop on K Street and 6th Street Two-story store fronts and offices along 6th Street. Two-story store front at the corner of 6th Street and New York Ave.
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early thoughts oF site and Program

These sketches were early �deas about how the s�te could be occup�ed.  The blue areas were for the stage and au-
d�ence and the red areas were the product�on spaces.  Conceptually my search focuses on the relat�onsh�p of the 
aud�ence and the�r spaces to the product�on realm and the�r spaces.  These were such a l�teral ser�es of thoughts 
that they po�nted out what I needed to do rather than what form the bu�ld�ng could take.   The shape of the theater 
and the aud�ence’s space became obv�ous as a major component that needed to be na�led down and analyzed.  
Theater �s a bus�ness and the bus�ness model for the bu�ld�ng needed to be found and set.

Theaters that self produce projects run shows for four to s�x weeks.  Dur�ng that t�me they are l�m�ted by the the-
ater un�ons to n�ne performances a week.  It takes around four hours to prep run and clean up from a show.  At 
n�ne shows a week that �s th�rty-s�x hours of theatre occupancy a week for a performance dur�ng �ts run. Just to 

produce the show �t takes another four to s�x full weeks of work to rehearse, bu�ld, and set up what �s needed �n 
order to perform �t.  So the s�ze of the aud�ence needs to be large enough to make the theater v�able to support 
�tself.   Many theatres rely on corporate, government, and pr�vate donat�ons to afford to cont�nue to operate.  So 
the s�ze of the aud�ence and the stage becomes a large quest�on because that w�ll determ�ne a great deal about how 
the theater w�ll operate and occupy the bu�ld�ng.
  

The s�ze of the stage determ�nes how large a set and how many l�ghts w�ll be needed for a performance �n that 
space.  So the arch�tecture dr�ves the budget of any g�ven performance space.  A stage and aud�ence that �s too 
large w�ll requ�re a great deal of extra equ�pment to help the aud�ence see and hear.  So the stage should be large 
enough to accommodate the s�ze crowd the show needs to cont�nue to perform but not be too large and become a 

dra�n on the theater’s budget because of escalat�ng operat�ng costs.  One method theater 
compan�es use to combat th�s �s the use of mult�ple venues that vary �n s�ze and style.  
Arena Stage �n South East DC has two performance spaces, one �s the arena type they are 
well known for and the other �s a proscen�um style theater.  By produc�ng �n both they can 
have a continuous flow of productions without large breaks between productions.  Also 
d�fferent shows have d�fferent aud�ence draws as well as product�on needs, by hav�ng a 
var�ety of spaces �t allows the theatre to have  a tool k�t of methods to produce the best 
work poss�ble.  Because of the s�ze of the s�te the program expanded �nto three major per-
formance areas that could have overlapp�ng performances allow�ng the bu�ld�ng to have 
cont�nuous use even �f any g�ven product�on space was between shows or events.

These drawings do exemplify some early ideas of how the theater could be buried under the site or the 
stage could be built over the production spaces.  Also some include some green space either inside the 
building or in front of it.  One thought I had was since the corner of the site is a public park I would re-
design it and expand it to make it a much better place than it is already.  The building however, needs to 
step up to the front of the site so it is able to help the other buildings around it create a character for Mt. 
Vernon Square.
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Arranged seat�ng takes two forms �n proscen�um theaters.  The arc or fan style of seat�ng der�ves �ts form from 
the anc�ent Greek theaters as well as from a crowd’s natural hab�t to form arcs or c�rcles around an event.  Izenour 
po�nts out �n Theatre Des�gn, however, that a crowd forms a very organ�c shape rather than r�g�d concentr�c c�rcles 
or arcs around the focal po�nt.  The reg�mented rows are a consequence of the rat�onal�sm of th�s natural event.  
The rectangular arrangement �s much more l�near �n nature.  The Grand Salle’s of the European royal courts are 
the bas�s of these arrangements.  The Grand Salle or the Great Salon was a large room w�th�n a royal palace that 
performances, dances and other act�v�t�es were held.  For theater and performance a select�on of the court would 
sit in chairs on the floor and the actors would perform on one end of the room.   Izenour as well as other arche-
olog�st and h�stor�ans bel�eve that the anc�ent Greeks and Romans had �nter�or theaters �n wh�ch they performed.  
Some of these are thought to be large square rooms that performances could take place.  These �ndoor theaters 
were made of wood and have been lost over t�me; all of these theor�es are based on foundat�ons and h�stor�cal 
records talk�ng about the act�v�t�es that went on w�th�n these places.

Dur�ng the plan development I needed to come to some dec�s�on on wh�ch of these two styles of seat�ng would be 
most appropr�ate for my ma�n performance area and the s�te.  Bas�c cons�derat�ons for these arrangements were 
that no s�ngle aud�ence member could be more than s�xty feet from the plaster-l�ne center-l�ne cross and that every 
aud�ence member should see at least two-th�rds of the stage at all t�mes.   

The arc method of arrangement has a large number of seats w�th�n the allowed area.  However the d�sadvantage 
to th�s method �s the major�ty of the seats are �n the back half of the aud�ence.  Also the acoust�cs �n these spaces 
tend to be bad because the walls offer l�ttle ass�stance �n re�nforc�ng the d�rect sound.  These spaces usually need 
some means of sound re�nforcement because of th�s.  S�ght l�nes for these types of arrangements are better than 
they are �n the rectangular method.  Stud�es have been done correlat�ng see�ng a speaker and hear�ng them.  The 
weakness of the acoust�cs, wh�le not able to be overcome by the s�ghtl�nes, �t certa�nly w�ll requ�re less re�nforce-
ment than �f the s�ghtl�nes and prox�m�ty of the aud�ence were greater d�stance.

The rectangular method has a lot fewer seats because the sight lines become very difficult in a space like this.  
Acoust�cally the space �s far super�or to the arc method because the smaller space and the parallel walls allow 
sound to bounce very qu�ckly w�th�n the space.  Th�s naturally re�nforces the actor’s vo�ce.  The aud�ence d�str�bu-
t�on �s equal for the ent�re space, as a consequence of the l�near and parallel rows of seat�ng.  Th�s allows a larger 
percentage of the aud�ence to be closer to the stage.

The arc method was selected as the aud�ence style.  The number of seats seemed appropr�ate for the scale of the 
fac�l�ty.  The scale of the fac�l�ty as well as the arch�tectural exper�ence the aud�ence should have w�th�n the bu�ld-
�ng made a strong case for the fan style.  S�ghtl�ne loss as well as the reduced number of aud�ence members made 
the rectangular style less des�rable for th�s bu�ld�ng.
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This arrangement places the proscenium wall parallel to Sixth Street.  Again because of the width of the audience volume the stage and production spaces get smashed into the back of the site, for the left and center schemes.  This 
arrangement leaves more space for the production than the bent wall does, however, it once again leaves a large part of the site unused and difficult to fill with meaningful spaces for the building program.  The scheme to the far right 
leaves a great deal of space for the production; however, it turns the audience away from Mt. Vernon Square.  By doing this, it denies the site’s duty to Mt. Vernon Square and the city as a whole.

The bent wall concept tried to address the fact that the site was triangular and certain sections of the building needed more or less space.  The original drawing and model study, on left and right, tried to make use of placing the larg-
est element the audience arc in the largest corner of the site and reserve the production space to the north side of the site.  This concept leaves the audience trying to enter from the wrong side of the proscenium wall.  The audience 
faces away from Mt Vernon Square and looks at the loading docks of the NPR building which is not the most aesthetic view from the site.  This arrangement places all of the production spaces on the north side of the building.  Produc-
tion spaces need to be facing south in order to take advantage of the sun.  The center scheme places the production on the south side of the building. By having the production space on the south side of the building it makes the load-
ing spaces align with the NPR building across the street.  The center concept is better but the bent wall hides the auditorium from Mt Vernon Square.  This curved element needs to be seen from the convention center and the rest of Mt. 
Vernon Square.  The curve is the result of what the interior volumes are holding and it is the result of the audiences half so it needs to be present to the square.  The wall is set so far to the south of the building that almost no area is left 
for the production spaces on the site.

The easy solution was to attempt to face Mt. Vernon Square directly.    The width of the auditorium volume determined how close to the front of the 
site the building could be.  This pushed all of the production space into a small section of the site.  The scheme makes the whole front of the site 
unusable and crushes the building program into a very small part of the site.  The square toward the front of the site is a black box theatre which 
was introduced at this point as a way to make more use of the site.  Conceptually the whole thing fell apart but it was the first real thoughts about 
the site and how the program could address its needs within the site.

The early stages of des�gn had three components, 
a wall, an aud�ence volume and a stage volume.  
The relat�onsh�p of these three th�ngs was key to 
the development of the theater.  Based on the au-
d�ence s�ze and arrangement study the volumet-
r�c s�zes of the stage and the aud�ence volumes 
were est�mated.  Th�s model was made so the 
parts and p�eces could be moved around or ex-
changed eas�ly.  Dur�ng development of th�s part 
of the des�gn d�fferent shaped volumes were add-
ed and removed as the thoughts about s�te were 
explored.

My early sketch models and draw�ngs tended to 
use the h�stor�cal model of a roman theater w�th 
�ts large square stage and a half c�rcle for an au-
d�ence.  These sketch elements allowed me to 
choose the or�entat�on of the major components.  
Sett�ng up th�s relat�onsh�p of aud�ence to stage 
and c�ty to bu�ld�ng was key to the project.  The 
follow�ng �s the study �n model and draw�ng from 
wh�ch I ult�mately chose the or�entat�on of the 
bu�ld�ng. 

The product�on spaces have d�fferent needs than 
the aud�ence spaces.  Product�on spaces tend to 
be squashed �nto the leftover space after the other 
spaces have been developed.  It was �mportant 
to me to th�nk about the qual�ty of all of these 
spaces w�th the same amount of cons�derat�on as 
the aud�ence spaces.  The product�on space usu-
ally needs to be equal to or much larger than the 
aud�ence space.  The staff w�ll be occupy�ng the 
bu�ld�ng more than the aud�ence, espec�ally those 
spaces outs�de of the stage.  It �s �mportant for 
these shop spaces to have as much natural l�ght 
as poss�ble.  

The aud�ence needs a process�on space that has 
cont�nu�ty to the c�ty and �n th�s case Mt. Ver-
non Square.  These spaces much more than the 
product�on spaces should be part of the c�ty and 
allow the aud�ence to v�ew the c�ty around them.  
Performances are usually held dur�ng the even�ng 
and some mat�nee dur�ng the day so the major�ty 
of the t�me the aud�ence w�ll be com�ng to the 
bu�ld�ng �t w�ll be dark.
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The arrangement of parts in a north south direction allows the production staff to have adequate working space on the south face of the building but the 
audience and entrance to the building is pushed away from Mt. Vernon Square.  The other arrangement faces the NPR building and is once again hidden 
from Mt Vernon Square.  Also the production spaces are pushed into a much smaller space than they should have to work in.  This arrangement really 
is taking direction from K Street.  In much of the city it is a major artery but in this location New York Ave. is the major thoroughfare and the building 
should orient itself to that avenue instead of K Street.

The alignment of the building with New York Ave. opens the audience to Mt Vernon Square.  It also places the shops and production spaces into a decent size 
portion of the site.  These spaces are placed on the south of the building making the natural light and quality of the spaces much better for the production 
staff.  The audience however is pushed way up to the north end of the site as far as it can be from Mt. Vernon Square.  The center arrangement is along New 
York Ave. however, the production space gets spread out and is now on the north side of the building and the audience and the supposed front of the building 
is now facing away from Mt. Vernon Square.

The final arrangement is a modification of the far left arrangement.  The audience and the stage house have been slid closer to the 
square leaving a larger area for the production spaces. It has all of the needed parts of the site arrangement.  The audience faces Mt. 
Vernon Square and the Production spaces are on the south side of the building facing the NPR building’s loading spaces.  K Street is a 
different space here than it is in other places in the city.  It works more like an alleyway than it does as a major street.  New York Ave. 
which is a major thoroughfare rightfully has the building aligning with it.  The proscenium wall has been pushed forward leaving as 
much space as possible for the theater to occupy.  The site setbacks became somewhat difficult during development and portions of them 
were ignored for the sake of this project.  Both K Street and New York Ave. have a 50’ setback from the street.

Building Volume site layout
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For theater des�gn, block�ng, and stage d�rect�on two systems of or�entat�on ex�st.  One �s der�ved from the struc-
ture of the proscen�um stage and the other �s used for all other types of stages.  All stages have a center l�ne wh�ch 
�s the l�ne that b�sects the stage �n half when look�ng from the aud�ence.  Some theaters l�ke black box theaters 
there are two center l�nes perpend�cular to each other that create the Cartes�an ord�nate for all spec�al references.  
Th�s �s needed because �n black box theaters the aud�ence can change arrangement for every product�on.  For pro-
scen�um stages the second l�ne that creates the ord�nate �s the plaster l�ne.  Th�s l�ne �s on the upstage s�de of the 
proscen�um wall.  In most �f not all stages the plaster work or gypsum board runs along the �nter�or of the aud�ence 
and wraps around the proscen�um wall unt�l �t stops before �t turns �nto the stage house.  The place �t stops �s the 
plaster l�ne wh�ch �s the l�ne that the plaster starts and ends.  Th�s po�nt �n e�ther theater because th�s locat�on �s 
what all measurements are taken from and checked aga�nst.  Th�s system guarantees that the set des�gners v�s�on 
�s always centered and the proper depth w�thout rely�ng on measur�ng from a s�de or back wall.

The plaster l�ne �s of �nterest because �t �s along th�s l�ne that arch�tecture and theatre meet.  The plaster l�ne �s 
the “fourth wall.”  This imaginary wall or picture frame is what the audience looks through while watching the 
play.  “Breaking the fourth wall,” addressing the audience directly, is a reference to the architectural condition 
the theater and �ts spat�al relat�onsh�p w�th the aud�ence.  The plaster l�ne takes on spec�al mean�ng for th�s proj-
ect because th�s l�ne �s extended through the bu�ld�ng sett�ng up the relat�onsh�p between the aud�ence and the 
product�on spaces.  Th�s structure of theater convent�on der�ved from the bu�ld�ngs arch�tecture �s then used as a 
generat�ng form for the arch�tecture of the bu�ld�ng.  It �s the juxtapos�t�on of th�s �dea and the consequences of �t 
that really drove the project for a long t�me.  All of the project’s dec�s�ons were measured aga�nst th�s as a means 
of determ�n�ng how an �dea could serve the project as a whole.
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Plaster line and center line

Plaster L�ne

Center L�ne

Center L�ne

Plaster L�ne

Model of final design.  Section along the main proscenium theater’s center line.

Proscen�um Theater

Black Box Theater
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Performance �s about the spat�al relat�onsh�p between a performer and the aud�ence.  The structure of a performance space 
affects th�s relat�onsh�p and �n turn the performances w�th�n �t.  D�fferent types of performances work better �n one type of 
space rather than �n another.  Th�s bu�ld�ng has been broken up �nto three major components, Aud�ence spaces, product�on 
spaces, and performance spaces.  The aud�ence spaces are d�v�ded from the product�on spaces by the proscen�um wall.  
Th�s wall peels back or enlarges �n two places w�th�n the bu�ld�ng, allow�ng the aud�ence and the performers to share 
space, exper�ence and energy.

The relat�onsh�p between the aud�ence and the performers �s the pr�me concern �n any performance space.  Th�s bu�ld�ng 
has three performance spaces.  One �s a trad�t�onal proscen�um p�cture frame theater.  Th�s type of theater works well for 
scenograph�c style product�ons.  Many of these types of stages are used for concerts and operas.  Operas work fa�rly well 
because of the scenery and l�ght�ng needs of these product�ons as well as the need for an orchestra.  Proscen�um stages 
trad�t�onally have orchestras because of the�r arch�tectural l�neage.  The aud�ence layout �n th�s theater �s fan shaped push-
�ng the major�ty of the aud�ence away from the front of the stage.  However, because the depth of the aud�ence �s shallow 
the aud�ence’s relat�onsh�p to the stage does not suffer.  The other two performance spaces w�th�n the bu�ld�ng are black 
box theaters.  These two story rooms are stacked w�th�n a bulge of the proscen�um wall on the east s�de of the bu�ld�ng.  
The wall folds out creat�ng space for these rooms as well as the entrances �nto them.  The black boxes are much smaller 
than the proscen�um theater but they prov�de an opportun�ty for more �nt�mate and exper�mental product�ons.

The proscen�um wall �tself �s a core of ut�l�t�es and cross�ng areas.  There are sta�rs, bathrooms, t�cket booths and other 
electr�cal, mechan�cal, and plumb�ng spaces w�th�n �t.  It acts as the sp�ne for the rest of the bu�ld�ng and allows the other 
spaces to celebrate other arch�tectural cond�t�ons as needed.  There are a couple of spaces w�th�n the proscen�um wall that 
are exceptionally beautiful.  On the west side of the building on the 6th floor is the green room.  This space is where the 
actors, crew, product�on staff and any spec�al guests can come to relax and hang out.  Th�s space has an excellent v�ew 
along New York Ave. over the old Carneg�e l�brary.  It �s a sl�t �n the s�de of th�s mass�ve proscen�um wall w�th glass on 
three sides giving unprecedented views of the surrounding buildings.  The glass extends from floor to ceiling allowing an 
unobstructed v�ew of Mt. Vernon Square.

The product�on space needs to allow natural l�ght w�th�n the bu�ld�ng but at the same t�me screen the occupants from the 
c�ty so the�r craft can be revealed on the stage rather than to the street.  The scr�m wall prov�des cover to the dress�ng 
rooms and the offices.  The shops volume is screened by using fritted or screen printed glass.  A relatively light dot pattern 
will help diffuse the light within these spaces.  Some of the glass on the upper floors and the top levels of the scene shop 
could be clear allowing another quality of light within the space.  Each floor has a large balcony above the loading dock.  
Th�s balcony �s close enough to all of the major work�ng areas that the staff w�ll never have to go far to get a breath of 
fresh a�r and some sunl�ght before cont�nu�ng to work.  Theater profess�onals are well known for the number of people 
who smoke.  These porches provide space and opportunity for this activity without having to change floors or go far from 
the�r work spaces. 

Working model, view of western entrance, proscenium wall, and screen structure.

Aud�ence Spaces

Product�on Spaces

Performance/ Shared Spaces

Proscen�um  Wall / Core Wall
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section density

These draw�ngs were an ep�phany for me.  The concept I was try�ng to explore 
through th�s study was a means to �ncrease the number of seats �n the theater 
through sect�on.  By chang�ng the row to row he�ght, I had hoped to �ncrease the 
number of seats w�th�n the aud�ence.  What I real�zed was that the row to row 
depth is fixed through the code.  Some variations are allowed, but because it 
responds to the need of the human form and the safety of crowds �n emergency, 
the dens�ty �n sect�on �s near �mposs�ble to change.  By restr�ct�ng the depth of 
the aud�ence to s�xty feet, the only way to �ncrease the number of seats �n the 
theater beyond what can be arranged on a s�ngle level, �s to add balcon�es.



This design has a good density of people and the balconies are further apart negating some of 
the acoustical shadow.  The upper balcony is problematic because the audience is almost look-
ing down on the stage.  Also the row to row heights on this balcony are so great that it is near 
impossible to meet code.

The back row of the low balcony has a horrible acoustic shadow and sightlines.  The 
top balcony is so high that the viewing angle looks more on top of the stage than at it 
so the views from here are undesirable. 

13

section studies

Balcon�es are cons�dered a great asset and a l�ab�l�ty �n theaters.  The 
theater dur�ng the rena�ssance and baroque per�ods was a place to see 
and be seen.  From a balcony the aud�ence can get a better v�ew of 
the stage and can be seen by the aud�ence.  Many late rena�ssance and 
baroque theatres had seat�ng that folded �n on �tself �n order for the 
patrons to look at each other.  The phys�cal balcony structure extends 
over part of the aud�ence.  Shallow balcon�es allow those beneath 
them to see and hear well, by adding surfaces for sound to reflect off 
of.  In many cases th�s makes the theatre better than �f the balcon�es 
were m�ss�ng.  A very deep balcony creates a shadow for l�ght and 
sound making it difficult for those people beneath it to hear and see. 
If the audience’s viewing angle is too high the stage appears flat and 
the top of the actor’s head �s more prevalent than the face.  The gen-
eral rule �s to never have aud�ence members v�ew�ng the actors from 
h�gher than th�rty degrees above the actor’s head.  In theater the most 
�mportant th�ng �s to see the face of the actor.  If the aud�ence can’t see 
the�r face �t �s very hard to hear the actor because they are not po�nt�ng 
the�r vo�ce toward that part of the aud�ence.  For the actor to do th�s �t 
can affect the�r performance because of the unnatural way they would 
have to hold the�r head.

Th�s group of sect�on stud�es �s a search for the opt�mum dens�ty of 
aud�ence and the�r arrangement to the stage.

The proportions of this section are good.  Each audience member can 
see the entire stage and proscenium.  The catwalks are a reasonable 
distance and height from the stage for the lights to cover the stage ad-
equitly. The stage depth and height provide the productions with enough 
space to preform and store scenery for the productions.  However, there 
are not enough people within the audience to meet the building needs.  
So an additional balcony will be required.

This long balcony design has decent views of the stage and it does not provide a large 
acoustical shadow. It possibly would provide greater acoustical experience because 
it would allow for a greater number of reflections to reach the center of the audience.  
Unfortunately the longer run of the audience puts a larger number of people a a great 
distance from the stage making it more difficult to see.

The balconies are very deep, so they restrict the view of the rows toward the 
back of the audience.  If the balconies are too deep they restrict the views of 
the stage as well as creating an acoustical shadow under them.  So it will be 
difficult to see and hear the stage from these rows.
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This was the first plan I drew. I had spent many months while working on this project 
draw�ng plans and sect�ons of components of th�s bu�ld�ng but I had never drawn a 
s�ngle plan that started to explore my larger �deas about s�te, or�entat�on, geometry, 
and space.  The forms of the components are der�ved from the or�g�ns of these types of 
elements and arranged to be a cohes�ve bu�ld�ng.  Th�s vers�on was less than cohes�ve 
or coherent but �t �s the true beg�nn�ng of my explorat�on of th�s project, and my own 
understand�ng of what makes a theatre.

The walls beh�nd the aud�ence (1) bend and fold mak�ng a threshold wh�ch ended up 
in the final design.  The exterior walls here changed allowing more light into the space 
outs�de of the aud�tor�um.  The des�gn of the aud�ence entrances was an explorat�on �n 
how to have a br�ght lobby, but control l�ght go�ng �nto and out of the theater wh�le st�ll 
allow�ng the entrances to be a celebrat�on of the bu�ld�ng and form.
The prow of the bu�ld�ng (2) �s search�ng for �ts form and the jo�nt between th�s and 
the curve shows �tself as one of the b�g quest�ons that w�ll be needed to be answered 
by the des�gn.

The end of the proscen�um wall (3) also shows �tself as a large quest�on that needs to be 
answered.  By th�cken�ng �t �t allows �t to take on a lot of character but now the �nter�or 
of �t needs to have some character and purpose.

The zon�ng laws and setbacks are observed, except for the curve encroach�ng onto 
the s�dewalk.  However, certa�n port�ons of the bu�ld�ng yearn for more space and the 
building wants to fill more of the site.  Part of the duty this building has to Mt. Vernon 
Square is that it needs to help complete the urban room of Mt. Vernon Square.  By fill-
�ng more of the s�te than �s typ�cally allowed for K Street and New York Ave. �t has a 
chance to do th�s.

The black box performance space (4) has found a home here.  The proscen�um wall 
bulges creat�ng a common space that the aud�ence and actors can �nhab�t on equal foot-
�ng.  Th�s early scheme had the black box mostly tak�ng space from the product�on ar-
eas.  This is space that is really programmed and has defined uses where as the audience 
space could take on many other forms.

Plan deVeloPment

New York Ave, NW

K Street, NW
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The ex�st�ng vegetat�on on the s�te was a start�ng po�nt when I drew th�s vers�on.  It 
was a means to understand the constraints on the edge of the pavement that defined my 
s�te.  I was �nterested �n try�ng to keep some of what the s�te had to offer to beg�n w�th.  
Unable to see how I could reta�n the or�g�nal bu�ld�ngs �t became clear that the trees 
that line the site could be retained.  The drawing of the building reflects my attempts to 
resolve the glass curta�n wall’s form as well as the �nteract�on of the bu�ld�ng’s major 
features to the proscen�um wall.  The form of the ends of the wall as well as the dress-
�ng rooms connect�ons brought on other �deas that were explored later on and became 
better w�th thought and explorat�on.

No s�ngle vers�on of the early draw�ngs show cons�dered development on the whole of 
the des�gn.  When I drew certa�n draw�ngs I was focus�ng on des�gn�ng certa�n sect�ons 
of the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s draw�ng was used to study the proscen�um wall (1) as well as the 
aud�ence s�de of the stage (2).   Ideas about how the glass curta�n wall should behave 
as well as how trans�t�ons �n the geometry along th�s facade would be accompl�shed.  I 
felt at the po�nt I drew th�s draw�ng that the shops were �n good shape from the prev�ous 
draft.  As everyth�ng was lay�ng on my desk dur�ng the development of the plan, each 
draw�ng was covered by the next one.  So the parts of the draw�ngs that are shaded �n 
are a means of call�ng out the changes from the draw�ngs beneath.

The south wall of th�s des�gn became saw-toothed.  The bu�ld�ng then behaved �n a 
log�cal way toward New York Ave.  Th�s was a contrad�ct�on and a challenge to the 

Plan deVeloPment
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t�on.  One large model that appears complete on one s�de was used to develop the aud�ence s�de of 
the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s model had �nterchangeable parts that could be attached and detached �n a way 
to explore and compare �deas qu�ckly.  Many of these models were crude volumes or parts from 
other models and were used to understand the volumes of the spaces.

The model shown on the left and below was a work�ng model done at the same t�me as the plan.  
The concept for the screen wall was explored us�ng the model.  The front sect�on of the proscen�um 
wall was go�ng to be a ser�es of glass rooms that the aud�ence and product�on staff could use.  The 
shops shown on the far right of the image below really started to find the structure that would de-
fine them during this project.  The ideas about folding walls to make the structure of the shops and 
product�on spaces really took off w�th th�s model. The slot between the shops and the screen was 
always intended to be the loading dock but here it becomes apparent that something needs to fill 
the volume above.  The model on the audience side was less defined and was made from compo-
nents from earlier models.  Since the model was fluid on this side it allowed fluid development by 
be�ng able to move and change p�eces eas�ly and qu�ckly.  Th�s qu�ck study method was at t�mes 
faster than draw�ng.  So the method of explorat�on for th�s bu�ld�ng was both a ser�es of draw�ngs 
as well as a ser�es of work�ng models.  These models evolved over t�me.

NPR Bu�ld�ng across K Street.  Th�s bu�ld�ng takes the allowed footpr�nt by code and 
extrudes it vertically for 7 or 8 stories.  So the facade of the building is very flat.  These 
toothed walls created an implied face but the direct face was not flat. To help create a 
frame �n wh�ch Mt. Vernon Square could be seen through a complementary l�ne to that 
of the NPR bu�ld�ng needed to be found.   These saw-toothed rooms were the dress�ng 
rooms and to enter them a hallway would be needed to move from one to the next.  So 
on each end of the hall were two huge columns.  One �s square and the other �s a tr�angle 
wh�ch responds to the s�te.  Between them was a mass�ve two hundred foot long twelve 
foot high beam.  This held the floor between the dressing rooms and the outside of the 
bu�ld�ng. Between each beam was a two foot h�gh two hundred foot long w�ndow.  Th�s 
cont�nuous r�bbon w�ndow would allow the actors and staff to look out upon the c�ty 
wh�le they were gett�ng ready but protect them from the c�ty see�ng them pr�or to when 
they were to be on stage.  The ground level had no hallway and the area beneath the 
hall became part of the street and s�dewalk.  These areas could take on a l�fe of the�r 
own as places of refuge as well as places to congregate before and after the show for 
the publ�c.

The proscenium wall was to have the series of dressing rooms and offices attached to 
it and at each end there were to be areas on each floor where the public or the actors 
could exper�ence the c�ty from the end of th�s wall that protrudes �nto the c�ty’s r�ght of 
way.  By do�ng th�s I hoped to allow everyone �n the bu�ld�ng to exper�ence the c�ty �n 
a d�fferent way.

Wh�le these draw�ngs were be�ng developed models were made as a means of explora-

Plan deVeloPment

Left: New York Avenue façade of sketch model.  This portion of the model was an assemblage of pieces and parts that 
were added and taken away during the search for the form of the audience spaces.  Below: K Street façade of sketch 
model.  The elements on this side of the model are glued into place.  The large beams as well as the form of the shop 
volume were the major reasons for building this model. One thing that became apparent when I constructed this model 
was that the slot between the shop volume and the east column for the beams needed some articulation and scale but 
the slot was important as a marker for the change in scale and change in the use of the spaces.

By Author
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This version of the plan was the first that really solidified the final arrangement of the glass cur-
ta�n wall on the aud�ence s�de.  However, �t �s m�ss�ng the column wall comb�nat�on that allows 
the curta�n wall to change or�entat�on from New York Avenue to K Street.  The entrances for the 
black box (1) have started to arrange themselves into what the final design will be.  The largest 
d�scovery from th�s draw�ng was that the black box could expand �nto the aud�ence space, bulg-
�ng only one s�de of the proscen�um wall (2). So one s�de of the wall ma�nta�ns a s�ngle plane, 
however sl�ced and carved as �t �s to make entrances and doors, wh�le the other s�de �s allowed 
to undulate �n order to make the needed spaces for the theater.  The curta�n wall as well as the 
rooms on the south s�de of the bu�ld�ng have now taken shape, and though tweaks and changes 
are made from this version to the final version they are adjustments from this version and the 
�dea’s �t conjured.

F�nal development of the shop spaces (3) and the black box entrances are st�ll to come but major 
elements are �n place and are ready.  A concept that really took hold here �s that the proscen�um 
wall �s an area that �s occup�able and �s able to hold serv�ces.  W�th�n th�s vers�on �t holds the 
t�cket counter (4) and the rest rooms (5).  Sta�rs have always been w�th�n th�s volume and �t �s 
very trad�t�onal for the sta�rs to be �n th�s general locat�on.  Sta�rs on the back of the bu�ld�ng (6) 
as well as a screen and balcon�es (7) appear �n th�s des�gn.  The screen g�ves a textural character 
to the bu�ld�ng wh�le allow�ng the actors to have a pr�vate v�ew of the c�ty.  Also the screen helps 
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g�ve a compl�mentary facade to the NPR bu�ld�ng facade �t faces l�ke the beam and w�ndow des�gn of the prev�-
ous plan.

The counter curve (8) on the front of the bu�ld�ng �s the largest step th�s draw�ng takes.  It solves a couple of geo-
metr�cal �ssues.  F�rst the prev�ous vers�ons d�d not have a clear ma�n entrance to the bu�ld�ng.  By creat�ng an area 
of the bu�ld�ng that �s part of the c�ty but at the same t�me sheltered from �t creates a g�gant�c threshold for people 
to step out and walk around before and after a show.  The prev�ous vers�ons also had an obl�que angle where the 
curve d�ed �nto the exter�or facade of the bu�ld�ng.  The end�ng on each s�de of the ma�n curve d�d not have a 
sat�sfactory complet�on of the curved surface.  Thoughts about the tecton�c nature of th�s wall brought on an �dea 
that the curve could be used to create a r�ght angle where �t meets the exter�or facade of the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s one 
moment �n the des�gn of the bu�ld�ng leads to other means and methods for rat�onal�z�ng th�s obl�que geometry.  
This solution becomes miniaturized and flipped inside out in order to find a satisfactory beginning for the curve 
on the other s�de.

The area at the prow of the building (9) became somewhat difficult to find a use for.  The site demanded the build-
�ng occupy th�s volume more than any other on the s�te. S�nce �t �s th�s front edge that al�gns w�th the front of the 
NPR bu�ld�ng and helps create the urban room for Mt. Vernon Square.  However, at th�s po�nt �t �s a g�gant�c vo�d 
of space.  Thoughts of how to use �t came but none were part�cularly appropr�ate.

Left:This early section is through the proscenium wall on the Mt. Vernon Square side of the proscenium stage looking 
northwest.  The notations on the right side indicate the occupancy of the stacked shops for the production staff.  This 
section was drawn to explore the circular stair in elevation with the other components of the building.  The circular 
stair was to be the main stair on the south side of the building as an alternative to the rectangular one that occupies the 
previous plan.  The stair design however did not fit this part of the building and was set aside until a use was discovered 
on another portion of the building in later schemes.  This drawing also gave insight in how the building spaces could be 
occupied and what form the pancaking of the floors would take.  The back of the building was much more defined than 
the front so the audience area and what eventually became the foyer is just a set of sketched rectangles here in section. 
Above: This volume study model was built in sections so parts and pieces could be exchanged as the design devloped.  
This view of the model is looking down New York Ave. toward Mt. Vernon Square.  It shows one way the counter curve 
could work in elevation.  Much of the design work was done through plan and then translated into model.

Plan deVeloPment
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North elevation of final design (Elevation 1, page 20).

South elevation of final design (Elevation 2, page 20).

Final design:

By Author

By Author
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The geometry of th�s plan relates to the al�gnment of the plaster l�ne w�th New York 
Ave. and the asymmetr�cal cond�t�ons that the locat�on of the bu�ld�ng’s centerl�ne 
creates through the large curve beh�nd the aud�ence.  The locat�on of these two l�nes 
generates all of the other cond�t�ons �n the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s al�gnment drove the need 
for curved un�ts that could rect�fy the angles of the bu�ld�ng.  Elevators, sta�rs and 
curves help term�nate and end obl�que angles w�th�n the bu�ld�ng’s geometry.  The 
elevator towers �n the aud�ence space are cyl�nders that allow the glass curta�n wall to 
turn corners w�thout need�ng a spec�al connect�on.  Th�s jo�nt has been enlarged so the 
space w�th�n th�s connect�on �s occup�able.  The extruded nature of th�s cond�t�on �t 
lent �tself to be�ng an elevator tower.  Other c�rcular columns are used throughout the 
bu�ld�ng and these elements mark the locat�ons where the bu�ld�ng adjusts to the s�te 
cond�t�ons or other �nternal forces on the bu�ld�ng. 

The bu�ld�ng d�v�des �nto four types of spaces. The aud�ence spaces are open and 
exposed to the outs�de through total transparency.  The product�on spaces are natu-
rally l�t but are screened from the c�ty h�d�ng the�r contents and developments unt�l 
the opportune t�me.  The proscen�um wall has two �dent�t�es.  The proscen�um holds 
the core building utilities like the air condition units on the seventh and eighth floors, 
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as well as restrooms, sta�rs, closets, and ut�l�ty spaces.  However, the 
wall on the north s�de unfolds to create the s�de walls of the prosce-
n�um theater and �t bulges to create the volume that holds the black 
box theaters.
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glass curtian Wall

The aud�ence s�de of the bu�ld�ng �s completely covered by a glass curta�n wall.  Th�s wall prov�des an opportu-
n�ty for the aud�ence to be part of the c�ty.  Becom�ng a l�ght at n�ght for the rest of Mt. Vernon Square, �t allows 
those on the street to �nteract w�th the aud�ence w�th�n the bu�ld�ng.  So the c�ty and the aud�ence spaces can 
become one.  Th�s facade �s bu�lt �n sect�ons us�ng sp�der connect�ons glass plates and metal truss re�nforcement 
�n order to span the great he�ghts �t does.

Mechan�zed shades would be needed at t�mes.  However, s�nce most of the glass wall faces north and the bu�ld-
�ngs would be used dur�ng the even�ngs �n the fall, w�nter and spr�ng the shades may not be needed dur�ng h�gh 
t�mes of occupancy.  The pr�mary use for the shades would be to protect the structure of the bu�ld�ng from h�gh 
amounts of heat ga�n �n the summer and �n the w�nter months. 

The bu�ld�ng has three ma�n performance spaces.  One �s the proscen�um theater and two are ut�l�ty style black 
box theaters.  These two spaces are stacked w�th other d�splay and work�ng spaces so the bu�ld�ng has up to 8 
spaces that small performances, read�ngs, d�splays or other publ�c events could take place.  As a result of th�s and 
the size of the building as a whole, there are two main entrances into the building for the public.  The first is for 
the proscen�um theater, the lounge, and foyer.  The counter curve of the bu�ld�ng wraps back around toward New 
York Ave., a ser�es of doors l�ne one end of th�s wall.  The counter curve’s space �s a publ�c plaza that allows the 
aud�ence to m�x w�th the rest of the c�ty before, dur�ng, and after the performance.  Once the aud�ence �s w�th�n the 
bu�ld�ng’s glass curta�n they can purchase or p�ckup t�ckets, drop the�r coats off, use the rest room, and then e�ther 
go to the lounge on the second floor or wait outside of the theater on whichever floor their seat is.  If someone is 
attending an event in the foyer on the fifth floor then they might take the elevator up, or take the staircase on the 
west s�de of the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s sta�rcase offers unparalleled v�ews of the c�ty and surround�ng bu�ld�ngs as �t �s 
pushed out �n front of the proscen�um wall.  For everyone on th�s s�de of the bu�ld�ng the glass curta�n wall allows 
the c�ty to be part of the exper�ence to see the show and �n a way the aud�ence �s putt�ng a show on for the c�ty as 
they move w�th�n the bu�ld�ng.  

The black box theaters on the east s�de of the bu�ld�ng have a separate entrance they can use on the corner of 6th 
Street and New York Ave.  The s�te �s lower on th�s corner than �t �s on the western s�de of the s�te so the entrance 
�s elevated from the street.  A few steps and a ramp make the entrance d�fferent and allow people on the steps to 
be part of the c�ty but off of the street and s�dewalk.  Ins�de the curta�n wall �s the ma�n black box theater and an 
elevator to take patrons to the other performance spaces d�rectly above.  Restrooms are located beh�nd the black 
box between �t and the east s�de of the proscen�um theater.  The access on th�s s�de of the bu�ld�ng �s more appro-
pr�ate for these spaces, s�nce they have fewer aud�ence members, so the entrance �s scaled to be more l�ke a front 
stoop to a house, Th�s more �nt�mate sett�ng, �s appropr�ate to the type of theater that �s produced �n these k�nds 
of spaces. 
                  

Procession

Foyer and auditorium exterior glass curtian wall. Detail elevation of north west facade.By Author By Author
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curVed column

The evolut�on of the curved column element was rather qu�ck �n many ways.  The change �n geometry between 
the aud�ence for the proscen�um theater’s exter�or wall and the black box theater’s exter�or glass wall was at an 
acute angle.  On the west s�de of the bu�ld�ng the change �n d�rect�on for the glass wall from a curve to a stra�ght 
run was handled by the counter curve.  The counter curve made �t poss�ble to meet these two walls at a r�ght angle 
to one another.  The eastern jo�nt was much t�ghter and needed a much more compact solut�on.  The models and 
draw�ngs �nd�cated a reveal was needed but someth�ng that worked more l�ke a kn�fe cut rather than a scoop from 
the building.  The circle used on the other side was a clue and the first draft of this joint was just a solid column 
that created a marker for the apex.  The solut�on was not as sat�sfactory because the corner was st�ll very t�ght and 
at ground level the jo�nt m�ght have a tendency to collect trash and debr�s.  I tr�ed enlarg�ng the column a couple 
of t�mes and eventually I found a solut�on where the column had become so large �t was border�ng on r�d�culous.  
However, the space between the walls was much better.  It became a haven on the street from the flow of traffic.  
On the �ns�de of the bu�ld�ng th�s monster column was out of scale w�th the elements around �t. A wedge worked 
well s�nce the angle between the two walls was t�ght.  The wedge lacked character and d�d not work as well here 
as �t had �n other places �n the des�gn.  By cutt�ng the wedge �nto a c�rcular column and a curved wall t�ed together 
by a thickened floor slab it created space within the element.  Seats or a kiosk become possible within this volume 
and it is now an added layer of texture for the building’s flow rather than another large element.  By trying to in-
hab�t th�s space �t also g�ves the occupants a l�ttle b�t of pr�vacy w�th�n the n�che that �s absent from other parts of 
the bu�ld�ng.  An exter�or vers�on of �t also appears �n two places on the bu�ld�ng, one �s at the corner at 6th street 
and New York and the other �s where the counter curve meets the wall parallel to New York Ave.  One locat�on on 
the glass curta�n wall �s an obl�que angle w�thout the wall column pa�r to ass�st �n jo�nt�ng the two surfaces.  Th�s 
jo�nt �s on the North West corner of the west sta�rwell.  S�nce the sta�rwell �s try�ng to get an unobstructed v�ew of 
the city from this point the use of a column was not desirable.  So the added difficulty to detail this corner would 
be worth �t, because �t would allow for a less obstructed v�ew from th�s key locat�on �n the bu�ld�ng.

Th�s one element led to other thoughts about how to use s�m�lar un�ts to turn corners w�th�n the bu�ld�ng.  Large 
c�rcular elements help turn obl�que corners.  Two of these hold elevators w�th�n themselves, wh�le one �s a curved 
stairwell and the last two are large sold columns that help the glass on the fifth and sixth floors terminate and 
turn.  These two large columns extend the whole height of the building as a mark on the other floors for what is 
happen�ng above them.

Section through interior column-wall pair (Section B-B, page 20). Elevation of the western exterior column-wall pair
(Elevation 3, page 20).

Evolution of the column-wall element in plan (Plan Detail A, page 20).
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second Floor Plan

This floor includes the first balcony for the proscenium theater’s audience which is 
three feet lower than the main floor. On each side of the audience there is a series of 
steps and a ramp for changing levels. The floors on the audience area peel away from 
the glass wall gradually from floor to floor along the main curve of the building.  This 
provides overlooks to the floors below as well as allowing light to penetrate further into 
the building on the lower floors. The area between ramps around the interior column on 
the eastern side of the building is open on this floor and on the third floor. This allows 
the aud�ence to understand the�r relat�onsh�p to the�r locat�on �n the bu�ld�ng to other 
places and people w�th�n the bu�ld�ng. The aud�ence area also conta�ns a lounge �ns�de 
of the proscen�um wall on the west s�de as well as balcon�es w�th�n the proscen�um 
wall �n the proscen�um theater. These balcon�es allow the aud�ence to s�t w�th�n the pro-
scen�um wall. The s�ght l�nes from these seats are not part�cularly good for the stage. 
However, the�r purpose �s to be seen rather than to see l�ke many baroque theaters of 
the 17th century.

The production spaces on this floor include dressing rooms and offices. The second 
floor of the shop volume is open giving a double floor of space for scenery to be pre-
pared. The space between the shop and the ma�n stage �s open allow�ng large p�eces of 
scenery to be moved from one space to the other easily. The floors next to the prosceni-
um wall on th�s s�de of the bu�ld�ng are peeled back from here through to the roof. Th�s 
allows the light to filter down through the building giving a muted light but allowing 
natural l�ght to penetrate �nto areas that never would have sunl�ght otherw�se. The black 
box theater’s second floor is a working rail and catwalk for the stage below leaving the 
center of the room a two story open volume. One product�on area �s w�th�n the aud�ence 
area on this floor. The control booth for the proscenium theater is located in the folded 
walls behind the audience. On this floor the scrim wall begins. This screening element 
extends for the he�ght of the bu�ld�ng prov�d�ng some pr�vacy from the c�ty. 

1. Proscen�um Stage House, 2. Proscen�um Aud�ence Ma�n Lower Balcony, 3. Proscen�um VIP Lower Balcony, 4. Proscenum Control Booth, 5. Black Box Theater Catwalk, 
6. Lounge, 7. Restrooms, 8. Scene Shop Volume, 9. Staff Smoking Balcony, 10. Dressing Room / Office, 11. Storage, 12. Private Balcony, 13. Elevator
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coPPer scrim Wall

The copper screen works as a scr�m.  Scr�ms �n theater are screens or fabr�cs that appear opaque 
when they are l�t from the front, but when they are l�t from beh�nd they appear translucent or 
transparent.  Th�s �s a class�c stage techn�que that �s trad�t�onally used to h�de someth�ng from 
the audience and then magically and fluidly make it appear.  The copper screen during the day 
would be l�t from the outs�de of the bu�ld�ng so �t would appear opaque and then dur�ng the 
even�ng the rooms �ns�de the bu�ld�ng would l�ght �t from beh�nd.  Thus the actors and produc-
t�on staff would be h�dden from the c�ty and the aud�ence dur�ng the day but at n�ght the s�lhou-
ettes of the bu�ld�ng occupants h�nt at the act�v�ty �ns�de the bu�ld�ng.  Th�s screen �s also part 
of a balcony system in which each of the dressing rooms, offices, and other rooms that back to 
the screen have places to exper�ence the c�ty and �n many cases smoke.

The copper screen’s structure �s a ser�es of sta�less steel frames w�th copper screen attached.  
These attached to a twelve h�gh truss that spans between two large columns two-hundred feet 
apart.  The truss �s counter curved ant�c�pat�ng the we�ght of �tself, the screens, and the bal-
cony floors.  The Floors are perforated steel or wood slats held up by steel beams that attach to 
n�ches �n the wall and the bottom members of the truss.

Scrim structure detail.

 Section of scrim structure (Section A-A, page 23).Elevation of scrim wall (Elevation 1, page 23).

toP truss chords

toP Plate For  attaching Frame to  
truss 

tension caBle For truss 

Verticle truss memeBr

coPPer screen on s.s. Frame

 

PerForated steel decking

Bottom truss chord

Bottom l section For attaching 
Frame to truss

 
W-section Beam BetWeen truss and 

Building slaB
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third Floor Plan

This floor like the second floor has a lower level to accommodate the balcony at the 
back of the proscenium theater. However, the balcony level is five feet below the main 
th�rd level. Th�s half level prov�des an opportun�ty to have long ramps and sta�r cond�-
t�ons w�th�n the bu�ld�ng that would become areas that the aud�ence could congregate 
before and after a show. These balconies are lower than the main floors in order to 
provide better viewing angles for the audience. In order to do this their floor to floor 
heights are different than the rest of the building. The floor behind the proscenium 
theater’s aud�ence has peeled further back from the curta�n wall creat�ng space to look 
down onto the floors below. The floor above the lounge on the second floor has been 
peeled back so the aud�ence above the lounge can watch those below. If the lounge was 
to hold any events w�th�n �t th�s level could become a v�ew�ng gallery for that event as 
well. 

The production side of the building includes the dressing rooms and offices as well as 
a storage and working loft for the scene shop. This floor holds a rehearsal and exhibi-
t�on room above the black box below. Th�s level prov�des some �nsulat�on for act�v�t�es 
from the black box above from the black box below. Rehearsal space that �s the full s�ze 
as the stage �s best so block�ng and t�m�ng can be worked out dur�ng early rehearsals.  
The proscenium theater on this floor has a pin rail on each side of the stage and the west 
s�de has the bottom work�ng ra�l for the double purchase system.   The p�n ra�l allows 
equ�pment to be hung and t�ed off to a steel ra�l that runs the full depth of the stage.  The 
double purchase system �s a counter we�ght system that allows p�pes that run the ent�re 
w�dth of the stage to be ra�sed and lowered.  Curta�ns, drops, l�ghts, spec�al effects and 
hung scenery w�ll almost always be hung from th�s system.  Th�s �s the major advance-
ment that the Teatro Farnese developed because �t allowed scenery to be h�dden above 
the stage.  The work�ng deck for the ra�l also prov�des add�t�onal work�ng space and 
opportun�t�es for effects.

1. Proscen�um Stage House, 2. Fly Ra�l, 3. Work�ng Ra�l, 4. Proscen�um Aud�ence Ma�n Upperr Balcony, 5. Proscen�um VIP Upper Balcony, 6. Rehersal / Rec�tal Room, 7. Lounge / Rec�tal Space, 
8. Restrooms, 9. Scene Shop Storage Loft, 10. Staff Smoking Balcony, 11. Dressing Room / Office, 12. Private Balcony, 13. Storage, 14. Elevator
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Fourth Floor Plan

The fourth floor has the lower level of the upper black box theater as well as a sitting 
area �ns�de of the proscen�um wall on the west s�de.  Above the aud�ence �n the prosce-
nium theater are a series of catwalks that are level with this floor.  This allows lighting 
and sound equ�pment to be rolled onto the catwalk w�thout hav�ng to carry �t �nto place 
p�ece by p�ece up sta�rs or ladders.  

The electrical shop on this floor is above the scene shop.  From this level the majority 
of the l�ght�ng equ�pment �s access�ble to the upper black box and the catwalks of the 
proscen�um stage.  Fre�ght elevators, located between the shops and the proscen�um 
stage, allow this equipment to move to other floors of the building easily. The standard 
complement of dressing rooms and offices make up the rest of the floor’s area.

1. Proscen�um Stage House, 2. Work�ng Ra�l, 3. Proscenu�m Catwalks, 4. Upper Black Box Theater, 5. Lounge / Rec�tal Space, 6. Restrooms, 
7. Light Shop, 8. Staff Smoking Balcony,  9. Dressing Room / Office, 10. Private Balcony, 11. Storage, 12. Elevator
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model eleVation and sections

East elevation of final design (Elevation 1, page 26).

Section through shops and black box theaters looking west (Section B-B, page 26). Section through counter curve looking west (Section A-A, page 26).
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FiFth Floor Plan

The foyer for the bu�ld�ng starts on th�s level. It �s the area d�rectly above the aud�ence 
for the proscen�um theater.  Th�s �s a two story glass enclosed volume that recept�ons, 
dances, product�ons, read�ngs and other events could take place w�th�n.  Th�s level �s 
h�gher than the roofs of all the bu�ld�ngs close to the s�te.  The glass wall for the foyer 
pulls away from the the ma�n curve creat�ng an outdoor pat�o for the bu�ld�ng.  The c�ty 
from the pat�o w�ll  have a d�fferent scale than �t does from other places �n the bu�ld-
�ng and the bu�ld�ngs around Mt. Vernon Square.  Mt. Vernon Square �tself w�ll appear 
more l�ke the preserve that �t was �ntended to be.  The outs�de curved walls on the ma�n 
curve on th�s level become benches on the pat�o.  The folded walls at the back of the 
aud�ence here are deconstructed �nto smaller p�eces that are able to prov�de clues to 
the�r structure below but allow the bu�ld�ng here to have a much more open and l�ght 
feeling.  The structure of the audience area on this and the sixth floor is one of columns 
and floors compared to the lower levels where it is about folded walls and floors.  

The product�on volume cont�nues �ts monol�th�c cl�mb up the bu�ld�ng.  On th�s level 
the propert�es shop occup�es the shop space.  The black box on th�s level �s l�ke the 
second floor with a working rail and catwalk for the stage below.

1. Proscen�um Stage House, 2. Upper Black Box Theater Catwalk, 3. Foyer, 4. Publ�c Roof Top Pat�o, 5. Lounge / Rec�tal Space, 6. Restrooms, 
7. Properties Shop, 8. Staff Smoking Balcony, 9. Dressing Room / Office, 10. Private Balcony, 11. Storage, 12. Elevator 
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transVerse section 

Transverse section along proscenium theater’s center line (Section A-A, page 28).
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sixth Floor Plan

The majority of the audience area on this floor is the balcony for the floor below.  This 
floor also has a multipurpose room above the black box like the third floor.  

The production space on this floor includes the costume shop as well as the loading gal-
lery for the double purchase fly system in the proscenium stage.  The best room in the 
bu�ld�ng �s the green room, th�s room �s a place where the cast, staff, crew and guests 
could come and relax before and after a show.  The room �s large enough to hold a lot of 
people but small enough to feel �nt�mate.  The v�ew from th�s locat�on should be amaz-
�ng.  �t �s the h�ghest occup�able space on Mt. Vernon Square and �t w�ll be able to look 
up and down 7th street as well as Massachusetts Ave. and New York Ave.  The w�ndows 
surround three s�des of the front th�rd of the room.  Th�s room �s the only place the �n-
ter�or of the proscen�um wall that rece�ves sunl�ght and �s a celebrat�on of the staff and 
the�r contr�but�ons to the c�ty and �ts culture.

1. Proscen�um Stage House, 2. Load�ng Gallery, 3. Work�ng Ra�l, 4. Rehersal / Rec�tal Space, 5. Foyer Balcony, 6. Green Room, 7. Lounge / Rec�tal Space, 
8. Restrooms, 9. Costume Shop, 10. Staff Smoking Balcony, 11. Dressing Room / Office, 12. Private Balcony, 13. Storage, 14. Elevator
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The pr�mary funct�on of any theater’s basement �s to prov�de storage.  It also prov�des 
access to the orchestra pit.  Spaces for overflow dressing rooms or work areas are here 
but the best th�ng any new theater complex can have �s unprogrammed spaces.  The 
theatre over time will find uses for these spaces and giving them full services allows 
them to meet any programmat�c needs the theater m�ght have �n the future.  However, 
the one th�ng theaters need more than anyth�ng else �s storage space.  Here the theater 
is allowed to use these spaces as they see fit.

Basement Plan

1. Trap Room / Storage, 2. Orchestra Pit, 3. Storage, 4. Dressing Room / Office / Storage, 5. Restrooms, 6. Elevator

33

4

4

4
4

43

5

5

3

4
4

6
6

2

5

4
3

1

3

F.F. 44.75’

Scale: 1/32” = 1’- 0”



32

I would l�ke to thank my classmates from Blacksburg as well as those from WAAC for the�r 
ass�stance and encouragement over the past three years.  I espec�ally would l�ke to thank 
Joanne, Irene, Andr�as, Mar�ssa, Ben, Ben M., Greg, Robert, Dan, DK, Dawn, R�ch, Stephen, 
Henry, L�nda, Carl, Jaan, Mar�o, Jon F., Paul K., and My parents.  Ashle�gh, my w�fe, went 
well beyond all expectat�ons and none of th�s work would have been poss�ble �f she hadn’t 
assisted and sacrificed for the past four years.

author’s acknoWledgements

Wood Jo�nt, sta�nless steel and red oak.

selected readings

Beranek, Leo. Concert Halls and Opera Houses: Mus�c, Acoust�cs, and Arch�tecture. 2nd ed.
 New York: Spr�nger-Verlag, 2004.

Brown, G. Z., and Mark Dekay. Sun, W�nd & L�ght: Arch�tectural Des�gn Strateg�es. 2nd ed.
 New York: John W�ley & Sons, Inc., 2001.

Brownlee, Dav�d B., and Dav�d G. De Long. Lou�s I. Kahn: In the Realm of Arch�tecture.
 New York: R�zzol�, 2005.

Carter, Paul. Backstage Handbook: an Illustrated Almanac of Techn�cal Informat�on. 3rd ed.
 Lou�sv�lle: Broadway Press, 1994.

Izenour, George C. Roofed Theaters of Class�cal Ant�qu�ty. New Haven: Yale Un�vers�ty
 Press, 1992.
----- .  Theater Des�gn. 2nd ed. New Haven: Yale Un�vers�ty Press, 1997.

P�lbrow, R�chard. Stage L�ght�ng des�gn: The Art, The Craft, The L�fe. New York: By Des�gn
 Press, 2000.

Worthen, W.B., ed. The Harcourt Brace Anthology of Drama. 3rd ed. Fort Worth: Harcourt
 Brace College Publ�shers, 2000.

By Author


