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Man takes a positive hand 

in creation whenever he 

puts a building upon the 

earth beneath the sun. Ifhe 

has birthright at all, it must 

consist in this: that he, too, 
is no less a feature of the 

landscape than the rocks, 
trees, bears or bees of that 

nature to which he owes his 

being. 

Frank Lloyd Wright 

The idea of designing a building involves the 
idea of acknowledging its site. By taking the 
context as a design parameter, the design 
solution should respond to the scale, history 
and environmental factors of its site. 

 



The Harbor 

Harbors are linked to the history of cities. 

Though having basically a commercial 
function, harbors involve man’s closeness to 
nature. In past times harbors represented a 

shelter from the immensity of the ocean. 
A harbor was for the expeditionaries of the 

XV century an almost mythical place where 

their vessels would adventure out to 
unpredictable forces of nature. 

Thought as inhabited by dreadful creatures 
and unfathomable spells, the ocean 

extending beyond the piers represented a 

confrontation between man’s temporary 

existence and the power of natural events. 

A source of water near to a city was of vital 

importance for community sustainability. 

Egyptian and Mesopotamic civilizations were 
directly connected to the presence of a 

water body. Harbors were also conveyors 

of commerce. Most European cities 
connected their military and economical 

power with accesibility to the sea. 

The design of a city near to a water source 
involves a special condition. The waterfront 

of a harbor, besides having the function of 
loading and unloading merchandise on the 
docks involves the event of man being in 
contact with nature. 

The boundary between water and_ land, 
defined by Charles Moore as the "nature of 
edges", represents man's desire to be in close 
contact with water. A walkway by the water 

provides the pedestrian with a refuge from 

the bustle and uneasiness of the city. Water 

is a resourceful element that offers an 
opportunity to design. A building by the 

water should recognize and respect its 
presence. 

 



“The sound and motion of water has lead to 

the interaction of water and architecture in a 

gesture of man’s inner need to be in contact 

with nature”. 

Charles Moore 

left to right: harborfront cities, Hamburg, Amsterdam, 

New York, Baltimore 

 



Deny me not, Oh sea! for indeed | am come 

to thee as one aweary with long journeying 
returns expectant to his native land. 

Deny me not that | should garner now among 

the drifted jetsam on this storm-wash shore, 

a fragmentary token of serenity divine. 

For | have been, long wistful, here beside 
thee, my one desire floating afar on 

meditation deep, as the helpless drifwood floats, 
and is borne by thee to the land. 

Louis Sullivan 

Autobiography of an Idea  



The Urban Waterfront 

  

The urban waterfront is defined as the 
water’s edge in a city or town whether the 
water source is a river, lake, ocean, creek or 
canal. Urban waterfronts are present in 
major cities around the world and in more 

than seventy American cities. The use of the 
waterfront during the eighteen and nineteen 
centuries was predominantly industrial and 
commercial. Maritime trade, shipbuilding 
and manufacturing industries were activities 
that characterized the waterfronts. 

Communities of merchants, craftsmen and 
factory workers contributed to define the 

character of the waterfronts. 
Technological changes in transportation and 
industry of the 1900s soon influenced the 

urban organization of the waterfront. 
Highways replaced the railroad as main 

transportation systems for cargo. Ship 
terminals decreased as airplane travel 

became more common. Industrial plants 
moved to new locations as a result of their 
new necessities of space for production and 
storage. Commercial and industrial facilities 

of the waterfront became obsolete and 
subsequently abandoned. The waterfronts 

became a wasteland subject to pollution 
and deterioration. 

It was not until 1970 that urban waterfront 

planning and redevelopment were 

considered. With the introduction of the 

Environmental Movement, several initiatives 

and regulations were established. 

The National Environmental Policy Act (1969), 
The Clean Air Act Amendment (1970) and 

the Water Quality Improvement Act (1970) 
were __ initiatives that influenced the 

improvement of waterfront areas. Together 
with the environmental concern, historic 

preservation was also emphasized. 
Toronto, Boston and Baltimore have been 

recognized as examples for the waterfront 
redevelopment. These cities have 
implemented initiatives to improve their 
waterfronts and have redefined the 
concept of the waterfront as a public area 

emphasizing historical and environmental 
preservation. 

Today waterfronts are considered as 
potential areas to locate educational and 
cultural facilities. The urban waterfront is 

considered as a space for social life and 
community gathering. Its purpose is to 
educate people about the historical, 
cultural and environmental qualities of a site.



Urban waterfront redevelopment considers 

the following aspects: use of walkways 
along the water, visual access by views or 
corridors and design of areas for the public. 

left to right: Toronto waterfront redevelopment, 

Harborfront skyline, pavillion, ice rink, park 

  



Baltimore Waterfront 

Baltimore Harbor in 1910 

Baltimore harbor is a sheltered harbor 

located in the core of the Chesapeake Bay. 

Its tradition is linked to commercial and 

industrial activities from the time of the 

foundation of the city. Baltimore emerged 
as a commercial center in 1729 allocated 
mainly to costal trade. Linked by a railroad 

system, the city became an important 

connection between markets and a 

distribution point for manufactured goods. 
Shipbilding was also a common practice 

during that time. 

After the Civil War, Baltimore started to 
develop industrially. Clothing and canning 
became the predominant activities of the 

city’s industrial era. Heavy industry was 

incorporated by the late nineteenth century. 

Factories for the production of tinware, 

copperware and ironware became the 

main industrial economy of Baltimore. 
The subsequent image of the city owes its 

transformation to historical, social and even 

natural events. These include’ the 

implementation of industry, employment 

conflicts, labor activism and the great fire 
of 1904 that destroyed several blocks of the 

city mainly in the area of the harbor. 

The image of Baltimore harbor in the 1910s 
was that of steamers docking along the piers 

of the waterfront. By 1930 piers were torn 

down and warehouses abandoned. 
In 1959 a project for a downtown 
development was proposed. The 

redevelopment started with the construction 

of Charles Center, a 2 million square feet 

mixed use project that was completed by 

the late 1960s. 
The second phase for the downtown rescue 
proposed the use of the Inner Harbor as a 

public place. The cleanup of the harbor 

began by tearing down deteriorated 
structures. A 35 foot wide brick promenade 
with an open edge and a line of trees to 
the south was built along the water's edge. 

The Inner Harbor became a successful 

attraction because of its mixed use. Its 

location adjacent to the business district 

brought an ideal combination of facilities: 

offices, convention centers, hotels, 

commercial and cultural facilities. 

 



One important factor that determined the 
transformation of Baltimore from an industrial 
city to a tourist-cultural place was the 
recession of 1973-1975 that brought a large 

number of plant closures and the 
deindustrialization of the Baltimore region. 
In 1976 an exhibit of ships during the 
Bicentennial Celebration took place at the 

Inner Harbor reinforcing the character of the 
urban waterfront as a tourist attraction. 
Baltimore’s Inner Harbor experienced a fast 

incorporation of cultural and commercial 
facilities such as the Maryland Science 
Center, the Convention Center, the World 
Trade Center, the Harborplace and the 
Gallery. The National Aquarium in pier 3 was 

considered a successful step of the 

waterfront redevelopment and an example 

for other cities with waterfront areas. The 
Christopher Columbus Center, completed in 
1996 has also been considered as an 
important contribution to the waterfront 
image. 

  

Baltimore Harbor in 1990



The Site 

top: Chesapeake Bay 

bottom: Panoramic views from the Inner Harbor 
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Baltimore’s downtown skyline is delineated 
by financial institutions, towers and banks; a 

modern image that contrasts with the 
abandoned buildings of the former industrial 
period. Among the images that connect the 
city with the past are the Domino Sugar 
Plant, the Chemical Plant, grain elevators 
and smokestacks. 
Little Italy and Fells Point are two 

neighborhoods that best portray the past 

of the city. Adjacent to the Inner Harbor, 
these were areas with homes of tailors, 
blacksmiths and shoemakers, boarding 
houses, taverns and coffeehouses. Only 
recently these areas have started to 
redevelop, therefore the contrast with the 

Inner Harbor. 
Downtown Baltimore expects a considerable 

growth over the next years. In 1991 a 
masterplan was defined by the City Planning 
Commission. “A 20 years strategy for 

Downtown Baltimore” is a proposal of urban 

development for the year 2010 that considers 
historical and architectural preservation, 

livability quality of Downtown and promotion 

of public spaces. 

  

Commercial, institutional and office, 

entertainment, hotel, retail and residential 

facilities are part of the proposed 

development for the downtown area. 

Six districts have been defined to promote 

the diversity of activities and implement the 

infrastructure of the city. The districts are: 

Business Center, Inner Harbor, University 
Center, Mount Vernon, Mount Royal/Penn 

Station and East Side. 

The district of the Inner Harbor has been 

defined as a place for public amusement 

with a balance of day and night time 
activities. 

left to right: Little Italy, Fells Point, Inner Harbor 

 



top: site plan of building 

bottom: images of the site 

  

  

  1 waterfront promenade 

2 terraces 

3 marina 
4 existing restaurant 

5 parking lot 

The site proposed for this project is located 

in the boundary between the Inner Harbor 

and Little Italy. The building connects the two 
neighborhoods and by underlining the 
character of the Inner Harbor, encourages 
the improvement of the Little Italy region. 

The building is thought to give continuity to 
the pedestrian area along the water. The 
existing 35 foot pedestrian promenade is 

incorporated as part of the design. The area 
around the building emphasizes as well the 

pedestrian use of the waterfront. 
The existing lot across the street is proposed 
to be used as a parking facility for the 
building. 

 



top: Inner Harbor 
bottom: study model of the site 
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top: conceptual sketches 

bottom: study models of the building 
  

  

      

    

The idea of the design emerged from the 
existing conditions of the site including the 
man-made environment and the presence 

of anatural element. Historical connections 
and the modern redefinition of the urban 
waterfront became the point of departure 

for this exploration. Three elements were 

considered as design parameters: the 
proximity to the water, the present uses of 

the waterfront, and the design guidelines for 
the city of Baltimore. 

The building is dedicated to exhibits on 

environmental awareness and conservation. 
The mediums used to convey these topics 

include traditional exhibit design and 
electronic media. The range of electronic 
media and information technologies 
include: images projected onto screens and 

the facades of the building, virtual reality and 
holographic images. 

The design is based on a modulation that 
references the repetition of elements found 

in the maritime landscape: mooring posts 

and ship masts. A series of columns give 
solidity to the structure and anchor the 

building to the site. Its structural character is 
emphasized by the massive nature of cast 
concrete columns. The rest of the structural 
elements including cantilevered concrete 

floors, castellated beams and standing seam 

roofs are of a lighter character. The columns 
become the mast and the secondary 

elements of the structure become the “sails” 
or light elements. 

 



first floor plan 

1] entrance 

information 

3 ramp 

2 

4 commercial/retail areas 

5 walkway 

6 terrace 
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second floor plan 

3 ramp 
6 terrace 

7 display screens 

8 exhibits  



ird floor plan th 

3 ramp 
5 walkway 

6 terrace 

7d 

8 exh 

9 pr 

lay screens isp 
its 

f skywalks ion Oo ject OJ  



top: sketch of shading elements 

  

    

  

  
left to right: light study models, sketch of terraces, 

sketch of pedestrian promenade 

  

Inside, the building is composed of a series 

of spaces between the columns that form 

the galleries. The use of this space is flexible 
and can be adapted to different exhibits. 

This space continues to the outside and 
becomes a terrace that overlooks to the 
Inner Harbor. The visitor leans over the rails to 
experience this terrace as if it were the dock 
of a ship coming into port. 

Natural light penetrates the space through 
skylights. In this way, the inside space is 

defined by the light, and as the light source 
changes, the condition of the space also 
changes. The “rooms” are defined by the 
penetration of light rather that by walls. 
Pedestrian circulation through the building 
is by aramp system. This system also acts as 

stadium viewing space for visitors to watch 
image displays. Skywalks and bridges 
become part of the experience, allowing the 

visitor to come closer to the projected 
images and experience a 3d environment. 

  

  
      

The integration of the pedestrian 
promenade to the building became an 

important design consideration. The idea 
was to take advantage of the experience 
of walking along the water. The dock-like 
wooden floors emphasize the proximity of 
water. Separation between the planks of the 
wood decking allow to perceive the water 
flowing underneath. The water breaking 
with the foundation wall is experienced 

within this space above. 

Along the promenade, a series of posts and 

“sails” shade the walkway. The function of 

these elements is to shade the facade from 
the afternoon sunlight effectively reducing 

the building’s cooling load. They can be 
adjusted in order to allow more or less 

penetration of light to the inside and to 
emphasize or block the views of the bay 

from the inside of the building. The “sails” 
can be used also to advertise and mount 
images. 
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The Inner Harbor is characterized for being 
an active place with on-going activities 
throughout the day.The building was 
designed with this same vitality of activity in 

mind.There were several considerations to 
keep the building open to the public through 

the day. The commercial/retail area is an 
independent part of the building accessed 

directly from the pedestrian promenade. This 

area can be opened on a different 

schedule than the museum. 
There is also an idea of having exhibits at 
nighttime. The east facade of the building 
becomes an active environment by 

projecting images onto fritted glass pannels 

during the evening hours. A terraced space 
across from the building provides the 

pedestrians with a space to watch the 

image display. The building becomes a multi- 
use space the visitor can experience in 

different ways. 

  

The presence of water is a factor that 
influenced the design significantly. The water 
is brought into the site, surrounds the building 
and continues to the inside as a reflective 
pool. As a contribution to the environment 

the water goes through a filtration system 
and returns clean to the bay. 

The building connects to the ground through 
platforms and bridges that resemble the 
decks of a ship. 

“There is an emotional contact when people 

gets close to the water without touching it”. 

Charles Moore 

Left to right: study model showing east facade, 

computer draft of west facade, sketch of skywalks 

and display wall 
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left to right: ramp, image display areas, bridges and 

skywalks 

 



A waterfront expresses vitality. Reflected 

from the time when waterfronts were 
portrayed with merchant cruise ships, cargo 
containers, warehouses and steaming 
smokestacks, the building recalls this 
character of the waterfront. 
Years ago, the vessels anchoring by the 
docks used to bring merchandise from 
around the world. Together with these 

goods, they brought images from other 
lands. 
In a modern interpretation, the building 
becomes a “vessel” that also brings images 
from around the world. Images transported 
to the modern world using today’s 
technologies; electronic media and digital 
information. In much the same way as the 

billowing sail or the steam of the engine. 
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