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abstract

This thesis explores the definition of an 
urban canopy, how civic architecture 
can create a space for the pedestrian 
in the city, and the elements which can 
compose such a space.

Experimentation in the urban canopy 
allows definition into the protective 
nature of such an archetype.  Filtering 
and entrance techniques are discovered 
to allow access by the pedestrian only.  
The structural and spatial composition of 
the space is also developed to enhance 
human interaction and usability.  Layering 
provides different levels of access and 
privacy as different groups use the 
space.  And finally the employment of 
light highlights key elements and creates 
a presence in the space.

This covering is designed to protect more 
than just the citizens below.  It creates a 
place that fosters civic community under 
the a the generous shelter of a new urban 
institution.
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Urban Canopy

can •op • y - n - a covering, usually of fabric, supported 
on poles or suspended above a bed, 
throne, exalted personage, or sacred object.  
(canopy 1)

- an ornamental rooflike projection over a niche, 
altar, or tomb. (canopy 2)
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urban canopy

An Urban Canopy is a place where people can come together 
and enjoy being a part of a civic community.  It defines the 
civic space and provides shelter.  On the edge of the block a 
building operates like a filtering membrane separating the rest 
of the city from the civic space underneath this urban canopy 
and forming clear entrances for the pedestrian.  The space 
under the canopy is a large room that is characterized by its 
structure,  the objects located under it,  and the light in the 
space.

This project is an exploration of the design of these elements 
and how each tectonic piece is combined with the other.
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urban canopy
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urban canopy

The project site is located in Northeast Washington, DC. The 
site is bound by 9th Street to the East, 11th Street to the West, 
and to the South by H Street.  It is sliced diagonally by New 
York Avenue.  The site is approximately 850 feet wide East to 
West by 800 feet North to South.    The former location of the 
old Washington Convention Center is now a surface parking 
lot.  The new Washington Convention Center is located 3 blocks 
to the Northeast.  Ten blocks Southeast is the Capitol building 
located on the East end of The Mall.  The National Museum of 
Natural History, owned by the Smithsonian Institution, is located 
due South from the site and can be seen be looking down 10th 
Street.  Also affecting the site is the White House and New York 
Avenue, one of the special diagonal streets superimposed on 
Washington’s rectilinear grid.  These streets were originally laid 
out by the L’ Enfant Plan.  Close by are three Metro Stations; 
McPherson Square to the East, Metro Center to the Southwest, 
and Gallery Place|Chinatown to the Southeast.  These stations 
provide easy access to the site by the pedestrian, the key 
market for the project.

The proposed canopy covers most of the site. A framing 
building on three sides mediates between the open space 
and the existing urban fabric.  To the North, a broad entrance 
into the canopy is offered to L’Enfant’s busy New York Avenue 
suggesting a civic addition to the institutions located along the 
Capital’s diagonals. To the South is another entrance off H Street.  
H Street is a major traffic artery for vehicles leaving the city with 
traffic moving westward.  This entrance is cut at an angle to 
address this traffic flow, and is aligned with 10th Street to offer a 
line of sight to the National Museum of Natural History.  

Each tectonic element of the project is designed to stand 
alone, but work in conjunction with the project as a whole.    The 
key elements are:

The Roof

The Object Buildings which sit under the roof

The Filtering Membrane Building which filters pedestrians 
into site

The Podium and Columns which organize the space

The Surrounding City

The project is dedicated to creating a site for a dance 
performance theater.  It strives to provide both a generous 
space for such a grand civic gesture, while still providing 
enough infrastructure to sustain the needs of this valuable site.  
It is an exploration into the definition of an urban canopy and 
civic architecture.
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aerial view of the site

urban fabric



Urban Canopy 11

site panoramas
looking southeast on roof top on corner of 11th and New York

looking south at street level on corner of 10th and New York
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roof plan and New York Avenue facade (main entrance)
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roof plan and H Street facade
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contrast between two planes

The main room in the project is defined by the space 
between two planes: the light, thin roof above and the heavy 
sturdy podium below. The surrounding building frame to the 
East, South and West, is conceived as a filtering membrane.
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key elements

The Roof

The Object Buildings

The Filtering Membrane Building

The Podium and Columns

and The Surrounding City
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shelter as civic space



Urban Canopy 23

shelter as civic space

The basic obligation of a shelter is to protect. Beyond basic 
protection from the elements, the grand roof offers a generous 
refuge from the typical city environment, its business and noise. 
Its planar base forms the floor as a kind of hard surface texture 
garden which derives its geometric play from the roof structure 
above.  In the roof plane, precisely located penetrations outline 
a theater which is located like an object below the canopy.  
The top surface of the roof can be accessed from the framing 
building to serve as a generous green garden to the upper 
floor apartments. On the level of the city, the considerable size 
of this green roof could become both marker and icon for a 
positive urban contribution.

site

collage of a civic space

shelter provision
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developing spatial definition 
building flush with podium level

building one level above podium level

building seven stories high

To properly define a civic room, more experimentation was 
conducted as to the height of the framing building.  Flushness 
with the podium level hinted a great monumentality to the site.  
It did not give a presence of protection nor was it approachable 
by the average worker on their lunch break.  Raising the building 
one story above the podium ascribes more protection to the 
room and assists in clearly defining the edge.  The building was 
raised to seven stories.  This fully contained the site and allowed 
the building to be a part of the city.  Inside were two stories of 
retail, three stories of office space, and two stories of residential 
space.
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entrances
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filtering membrane

filtering the city

The surrounding building is conceived as a filter on three 
sides of the block.  This filtering membrane forms with a strict 
face to the city.  There is very little texture on its outer surface.  It 
is a membrane that protects the space inside from the vehicle 
and the business of the city around it.  However, periodically the 
skin may be permeated, allowing the pedestrian access to the 
spaces inside.  
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textured space

As people filter through, they are moved in on the ground 
floor retail level of the building, up to the second floor retail and 
out into the main space of the Urban Canopy.  To the inside of 
the space, where the pedestrian is in control, the building has 
much texture.  It has balconies and bridges that form pockets 
of space inhabitable by people.  The bridges also serve as 
connections between the different key elements, as the light 
pouring in highlights their differences.
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northern entrance

To the North is a wide open main entrance that addresses 
New York Avenue.  It is strongly geared towards the pedestrian.  
The Podium is elevated, preventing cars from entering the 
space.  Large, gently sloping steps provide an ease in vertical 
movement.
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southern entrance

To the South, the entrance is narrowed to address the 
secondary nature of H Street.  The steps again filter out the 
vehicle.  However they are steeper, emphasizing that this not 
the grand front entrance, but rather an express route.
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clearly defined edge

contrasting edge definition between 
New York Avenue and the other streets

As the model further developed, the roof wanted to be a thin 
canopy.  To demonstrate this, the edges were tapered,creating 
a sharp, crisp, defined edge.  This taper helped hide the depth 
needed of the truss, which spanned over the space, and 
maintain a thin, fabric-like feel.  To further the contrast between 
New York Avenue and the other streets, the Northern roof edge 
was tapered with a sharper edge condition.  This furthered the 
idea of New York Avenue slicing across the city and the site.  
The other edges had broader angles.  As a byproduct of this, 
the Northern end received a crisp cut of natural light, further 
defining the entrance into the room below as one crosses the 
threshold of light into the space.  

This filtering of pedestrians, through the use of the membrane 
building and the clear definition of entrances and thresholds, 
defines the space inside as belonging to the pedestrian and 
emphasizes the protection provided by the urban canopy.
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structure and spatial organization
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structural precedence
Temple of Luxor, Thebes, Egypt. c1400BC 
(Nowitz) 
(Temple of Luxor) 

Treptow  Crematorium, Berlin, Germany. 1998AD 
by Axel Schultes 
(Schultes)
(Treptow Crematorium Bregna)

Naturally, in a large span roof, columns become an important 
part of both structure and spatial organization.  Looking at 
projects of the past, columns were chosen to help shape the 
space.  At the Temple of Luxor, a hypostyle column grid is used 
to fill the space. In the Treptow Crematorium, columns are 
placed based upon structural and spatial needs instead of a 
traditional grid, creating small pockets of space for groups of 
varying sizes to inhabit.
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structural vs spatial columns
With increase in density, not all needed to be structural.  

An iteration sought out the differences between structural 
and spatial columns.  In this case two different column types 
collaborate, one with its structural strength in a regular interval, 
and the other as an independent spatial element, assisting in 
the formation of places and the provision of services.

pocket spaces
Using pockets of space, the columns were arranged around 

the various pockets of space that were desired.  

column forest
Modeling after the hypostyle columns, the column forest 

fills the space and uses varying degrees of density to create 
spaces where events can occur.

Various experiments were conducted to decide which 
column system would best suite organizing the space.  
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column layout

defined spaces

A two-level parking garage with a structural bay of 30’-4” 
suggested the primary structural grid for the canopy columns. 
Due to the movement of the site and the contrast of New York 
Avenue and H Street, an axial column grid with a North to South 
grain was chosen.  The columns begin in a regular horizontal 
pattern but are pushed and pulled along the axial column 
grid, accommodating the objects and places in the room.
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spatial presence

The presence of each column was examined in sketch 
and light studies.  Each column is envisioned as an element of 
space.  Halos of light were employed to set the columns apart 
from the roof and illuminate them.  This allows them to inhabit 
the room as a person would inhabit the space.
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column tectonics

The upper floor of the basic precast parking garage below 
becomes the primary surface for the space under the canopy.  
The expansion joints of the textured concrete move from 
column to column along their axial grid.  The smooth concrete 
column moves up from this floor, having its base and capital 
defined by ringed light fixtures that will illuminate it.  Up above, 
the column meets the horizontal structural system through a 
metal and rubber connecting element.  

Various systems were examined, from folded plates to 
space frames.  A simple truss was chosen because it could 
emphasize the North to South grain.  Additionally, the light metal 
roof structure contrasts the heaviness of the concrete structure 
below, further emphasizing the differences between roof plane 
and ground plane.  

W-section beams welded to the main structure as secondary 
roof members provide minimal visual impact in the transverse 
direction.  The entire roof is covered with composite metal deck 
with a cast-in-place topping slab of concrete.  A EPDM roof 
membrane seals the space from water and then is covered 
with the topping material of the garden above.  

Under the roof, a suspended ceiling made of perforated 
metal emphasizes with its mounting geometry the North to 
South grain.  The perforated metal panels help mask the trusses 
and other structural and utilitarian elements above, while still 
allowing the basic image of the trusses to be revealed as they 
move from column to column.  Skylights allow the trusses to 
show their strength and size as they are illuminated by the 
sunlight and cast shadows on the space below.

The structure helps to organize the room and emphasizes 
the protective nature of the canopy.  The personification of the 
columns relates the space back to the citizen, allowing the 
space to feel inhabitable.
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space and objects
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object placement 

experimentation

Theater Centered Object Cluster

Space Centered

Object Trail Combination

Radial Plan

The layout of the columns, the amount and location of 
objects, and the size and location of the remaining spaces 
were all influenced by attention to the placement of objects 
in space.

To generate various schemes of object placement, the first 
year studio of Professor Hilary Bryon was tasked with placing 
objects in space based on graphics, without knowing the needs 
of the space.  Consequentially, the following five key types were 
developed: Theater Centered—where objects and spaces 
move around the theater; Object Cluster—where objects move 
to one edge allowing a generous space; Space Centered—
where a main space is in the center and objects move around 
it; Radial Plan—where objects face in one direction and move 
out; and Object Trail—where objects move in a trail from the 
theater.  A combination of these ideas developed a version of 
where the theater is centered; the objects move out from it, and 
various pockets of spaces are formed.



Urban Canopy 55

minimal objects

object placement

theater dominance

After looking at the requirements of a dance performance 
theater, the size of the theater grew to dominate a large 
portion of the room.  A great reduction of the number of 
objects needed was undertaken, and many functions—such 
as restaurants were moved out from under the roof and into 
the filtering membrane building.  Under the roof would exist 
only three necessary objects: the theater, the ticket sales and 
bookstore with public restrooms, and the vertical circulation to 
the parking garage below.  This allows the main room to be a 
place for civic functions only, and moves commercial and retail 
functions closer to the city.
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vertical circulation

ticket sales/bookstore

parent-child relationship

The theater is placed centrally 
within the space.  Its axis is rotated 
to match New York Avenue.  The 
other objects are placed on either 
side of it, creating a parent-child 
relationship.  To the Northeast is 
the vertical circulation object.  It 
has two circular elevator shafts, 
and public restrooms that always 
remain open.  This object centrally 
located within the space, allows 
access to and from the parking 
into the main space.  To the West 
is the ticket sales and bookstore 
object with public restrooms that 
close at night.
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Curve, Leicester, United Kingdom 2008AD by Rafael Viñoly (Cook, Peter)

Concert Hall in Limoges, Limoges, France 2008AD by Bernard Tschumi (Richters, Christian)

National Centre for the Performing Arts, Beijing, China. 2007AD by Paul Andreu (Sipa)

National Centre for the Performing Arts, Beijing, China. 2007AD by Paul Andreu (Sipa)

The pre-event space raised several questions as to the 
definition of a room suitable for human interaction before a 
civic event and the movement of people into that event.  In 
the theaters by Vinoly in Leicester, by Tschumi in the space 
between is shaped by the relationship of the two walls.  In 
no case are there just two vertical walls, but rather the skin 
sectionally interacts with the auditorium wall.  Also the lines of 
the walls suggest actual movement.  They shift eyes vertically 
in the space and bodies horizontally, providing directionality 
to the visitors.  The space between the skin and the theater 
is enlarged to create a room where people can mingle and 
interact before the show, while various architectural elements 
(vertical circulation, restrooms, level changes, etc.) break apart 
the large volume of space.
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studying the space between in model, rendering, and line

The skin of the theater is formed from various large sheets 
of glass.  Each sheet of glass is shifted from the next, creating 
a pedestrian-sized entrance by which to slip into the large 
theatre.  To emphasize the change in space, a 6” step demarks 
the threshold, while a material change to polished concrete 
makes you aware that you are entering a more refined, less 
public space.  

Upon entering the theater between the sheets of glass, 
you inhabit the space between skin and auditorium.  The large 
sheets of glass are tilted towards the auditorium walls to shape 
the volume in this space and create a more encapsulated feel.  
Lines in the structure of the glass emphasize the verticality of 
the space, moving your eye through the height of the room.  The 
auditorium wall is made of concrete masonry units.  Exaggerated 
horizontal mortar joints and an English bond masonry pattern, 
emphasize horizontal movement around the theater.  The lintels 
over openings into the auditorium extend as a band all the 
way around, helping to emphasize the circulation around it.
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theater pre-event spaces

sectional development for pockets of space

The pre-event space is a very large expanse structured by 
level changes which form pockets of space people can inhabit.  
The terracing helps guide people down into the theater.

Beginning at the sheets of glass, one walks in on an entry 
level.  At the edge the corners are removed, warning the visitors 
of a change in levels.  One moves down two feet onto the 
upper circulation space.  Here patrons can move around the 
theater, have their coats checked, and even take a break and 
sit on the corner reveal of the previous level.   The materials here 
are highly refined (travertine stone flooring, polished concrete 
walls, glazed concrete masonry units,  etc.), demonstrating 
that this space belongs to the exclusive ticket holder, not the 
general public.  Columns inhabit this space as well, serving as 
an air conditioning system similar to the Metro.  These columns 
also make reference to the large columns organizing the room 
under the canopy roof.  At the railing edge, one can see the 
entire terrace moving down towards the theater.  Here each 
inhabitable sub-set of space can be observed.
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layer relationships

The various required layers of the theater were examined 
to ensure they work in conjunction with one another and not 
in competition.  Each layer was given a specifically defined 
role in the theater and to the site as a whole.  The inner most 
layer is the auditorium with its acoustical enclosure and light 
enclosure.  The second layer contains the vertical circulation, 
restrooms, storage, and other needs.  It is bound by the thermal 
enclosure and the secondary light enclosure.  The third layer is 
the pre-event space bound by the glass skin.  This skin filters out 
the bulk public and encourages ticket holders to enter into the 
space.  The public layer is the canopy room, which is protected 
by the large roof.  The outermost layer is the layer of the city, 
which surrounds the entire project.

Each layer of the site reinforces the idea of civic community 
in a different fashion—from an incredibly public space for all to 
enjoy to an exclusive theater where the arts can be enjoyed.  
In all cases the citizen is elevated in the space.
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light and space
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The Waiting Room of Union Station in Chicago. January 1943AD, 
Chicago, Il by Jack Delano (Delano)
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light control
Reina Sofia Museum Extension, Madrid, Spain. 2005AD 
by Jean Nouvel (Bacalis, Stratos)

light glow from theater skin

In order to control the light, the use of skylights was examined.  
Jean Nouvel used skylights of varying sizes to introduce light 
at the Reina Sofia Museum Extension.  It provides a unique 
controlled glow to the space and illuminates objects in the 
courtyard below. 
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natural light reception

natural light at entrances

natural light defining space between elements

To the North are larger skylights, further emphasizing the 
North as a main entrance.  To the South they are smaller since 
the entrance is secondary.  The reflection of light on the glass 
of the theater creates a colorful glow to the space.  This further 
emphasizes the dominance of the theater in the space.

Light also pours in between the roof and the filtering 
membrane building, emphasizing the differences of the key 
elements of the project.  This demonstrates how each element 
can stand on its own but work in conjunction with one 
another.
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artifical light emission

At night the theater can use the skylights to shoot light up 
out into the city, signaling that there is a show occurring.  This 
is a sign that can be seen from far away in the city and can 
attract visitors to the site.  The columns are also illuminated 
from the base and capital giving them presence in the room.  
Lights are also on the edge of the roof, shining down providing 
a threshold of light—in the same manner that the sun casts a 
shadow during the day—creating a threshold with shadow.

Light is used to highlight and emphasize the elements that 
shape the space into a civic space.  It illuminates the object 
building, reinforces the entrance conditions, and denotes the 
distinctness of each key element.
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urban canopy as civic architecture
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urban canopy as civic architecture

Civic architecture is not Doric or Ionic columns or places of 
government.  It’s not giant halls for monster truck rallies where 
we yell at the top of our lungs and no one hears us.  It’s a place 
for us to feel human.  It’s a place for the arts—where dance 
performances can occur and we can come together and 
celebrate the human ability to create.  It’s a space where we 
can come together, meet new people, and reconnect with old 
friends.  It’s a space where level changes in the floor allow us to 
inhabit a small pocket of space while still being a part of the 
whole, so that we can see others that are sharing the space 
with us.  It’s a floor where all people are equally welcome to 
come for a minute, or for an evening—where local business 
men and women can come and eat lunch in a shaded forest 
inhabited by columns, objects, and other citizens.  It’s a series of 
layers that have varying levels of accessibility and make us feel 
more protected.  A haven from the environment we are engulfed 
in everyday.  It filters out the car, the business of the city, and 
gives the control of space back to the pedestrian.   It belongs 
in the city, providing faces the Washington’s orthogonal grid.  
But it responds to DC’s distinctive diagonal streets and their 
importance, opening up to face them and welcome visitors.  
Civic Architecture is a generous gesture.

British Museum, London, United Kingdom 2001AD 
roof by Foster and Partners (Nic)
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a place to see and meet people

a room for the public
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a series of layers protecting a space
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a generous gesture in the city
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An Evening at the Urban Canopy

It was 4:47pm on Friday.  If Steven’s professor would only finish 
covering the section on forecasting and sensitivity analysis in 
his quantitative methods class, he could begin his weekend.  
His evening plans included dinner and the theater with his 
girlfriend, Michelle, whom he had been dating for several 
months.  She was a clerk in the Library of Congress.  However he 
was very anxious about meeting her boss, the Chief Librarian, 
who allocated the fourth row tickets for them.  

Steven pondered nervously in his mind, “Good Evening Sir... 
Good Evening, Sir… It is a pleasure to meet you, sir…Thank you 
for the tic-”

“And that concludes our lesson for the week.  Please turn in 
your programs on Sunday by midnight.”  And with that, Steven’s 
professor officially declared the beginning of the weekend.

  He quickly gathered all his belongings.  “4:49pm.” he 
analyzed, “it takes 5.5 minutes to walk to the metro.  I can catch 
the 4:56 train at Foggy Bottom.  From there it is a three minute 
ride and two stops to McPherson Square.  That’s 4:59pm.  Then 
it is a four block walk, only half a mile, due east to the edge of 
Urban Canopy.  That puts me there at 5:10pm.”  That was plenty 
of time for him to make it to his 5:15 dinner reservation with 
Michelle.  The two of them were going to eat at the new French 
Bistro on 9th and H just on the edge of Urban Canopy.

Steven walked swiftly through the streets.  The warm spring 
air was a wonderful contrast to the frigid air of his classroom.  
As soon as he turned the corner down to the metro escalators 
he was confronted with a barrier of cool air emitted from the 
Metro’s open air coolers.  He descended down into a new 
underground realm dominated by beautifully lit tunnels and 
screaming trains.  He enjoyed the large space.  It made him 
feel like a small part of such a large and powerful city.  Here he 
could understand the immensity of Washington, DC.

He rode the train as normal, truly feeling the city as hundreds 
of people crowded on the same rush hour train—each person 
with bags in one hand and smart phones in the other, trying 
to conduct the last minute business before they began their 
weekend.  Two stops later Steven exited the train, again enjoying 
the cool air of the station that highly contrasted the stuffy 

atmosphere of a train overfilled with people.  Upon his ascent 
from the McPherson Square station up to 14th street, Steven 
could feel the rays of sun across his face, a welcome gesture 
declaring the perfect spring weather.  

He traveled East on I street.  He noticed the change in 
backdrop from the historic stone buildings that surrounded 
14th street, main sector of government buildings, to the more 
contemporary buildings made of glass and metal curtain walls 
that lined the modern business areas.  However the base of every 
building still paid homage to the older style by maintaining a 
stone base.

As he approached 12th street a small park cleared the 
density of buildings.  It was here that Steven caught his first 
glimpse of Urban Canopy.  He crossed the street and made it 
halfway through the park, then stopped.  The immense span of 
the project overwhelmed him, despite its razor thin roof edge.  
The metal blade sparkled in the sun light as it cast a protective 
shadow below.  On either side he saw a building bounding the 
site.  The building recalled the stone base of the city but then 
rose up with a mirrored glass tower.  It reflected the buildings 
next door, as if to tell them that this site was an extension of the 
city, that the city would not invade the block.  The tall buildings 
end there; inside was a world for pedestrians.  This skin passed 
judgment on what was allowed into the sacred space below 
the canopy.  The awning projections of each entrance to the 
building were set at the same height, it seemingly setting a 
measure for the site.  It declared a scale required to be admitted 
into the site, almost how theme park rides have rulers declaring 
children able to ride the roller costar.  As his eyes moved from 
shop to shop, each fronted with its own unique charm, his eye 
came upon La Petite Auberge, the restaurant where he was 
to eat dinner with Michelle.  As his stomach grumbled, Steven 
suddenly became aware of his hunger and the delicious 
scents of international cuisine that were being emitted from the 
myriad of restaurants residing in this area.  

“They don’t serve food like this on George Washington 
University’s campus,” he joked internally. 

11th and New York was a tricky intersection to cross, both 
as a car and a pedestrian.  Here I street, 11th, and New York 
Avenue all met.  New York, being another major artery of the 

city as its diagonal cut, pierces through the city, stopping 
only occasionally at a park node.  Steven realized that it was 
New York Avenue’s cut that left such a sharp edge on Urban 
Canopy’s northern side.

He finished crossing the intersection and began walking 
down the Eastern side of 11th street.  Enjoying the occasional 
shade from the shop awning as he was now feeling the warmth 
of walking four city blocks in a three piece black vested suit. 
Just as he was arriving, the crowd serendipitously parted as 
if he were in a John Cusack movie unveiling Michelle to him.  
She wore an ivory sleeveless V neckline dress.  It had a black 
waistband that tied to the side declaring the beginning of the 
beautifully flowing dress skirt.  The viscose dress ruffled in the 
cold air that escaped the restaurant as Steven opened the 
door and gestured for his lovely girlfriend to pass through.

After they ordered their drinks, Steven took notice of the two 
story space in which he was seated.  The latter half of the space 
was dominated by a protruding balcony.  He knew that one 
must flaunt a substantial income in order to be seated there.  
As he looked further into the lofted space, he could catch a 
glimpse of the plaza on the other side of the building in which 
he currently resided.  That was the sacred space that was being 
protected by all that he had seen thus far.  His dinner was now a 
prologue, creating anticipation and suspense before he could 
enter that space.  

Dinner was of considerable length.  Each course took at 
least 20 minutes.  However, ending on the crème brûlée covered 
in a raspberry reduction made the experience complete.  
Steven paid the bill, receiving an extra sense of male pride as 
he flashed his platinum visa card, even though in the back of 
his mind he was humbled by how his girlfriends boss was the 
one procuring the tickets for tonight’s show.

They departed the restaurant at 6:45PM.  They were not due 
to meet with Michelle’s boss until 7:15, so this afforded them 
time to stroll through Urban Canopy and become acquainted 
with this tribute to civic community.  They headed North on 
11th street.  The sun was just beginning to show signs of setting 
behind them.  Walking hand in hand, they turned onto New 
York.  Again Steven caught a glimpse of the sharp profile of 
the roof above.  It projected a crisp line on the ground as it 
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casts its shadow.  This was how the canopy declared its realm 
in the Northern end of the site, where no building existed.  The 
periodic steps that arose gently from the city street elevated 
the base of the plaza.  These few steps were not enough to 
discourage visitors through a vertical circulation.  In contrast 
they were the filter that allowed only pedestrians to enter; this 
was not a room for vehicles.  It was a place where one slows 
down and pauses, reflects on urban community.  The rush of 
the city does not abide here.

As they walked past the second set of steps, Michelle pointed 
to the edge of the roof and began to speak of its sheltering 
nature.  Steven noticed how with each step they moved closer 
and closer towards the protection of the roof and away from 
the swiftness of the street adjacent to them.  Steven decided it 
was time to cross the threshold and enter into the site.  And so 
they turned to face the entrance.

His first step is one that he would never forget.  Immediately 
through the thinness of his wooden-soled shoes, he noticed 
the highly textured concrete that surfaced the steps and the 
entire plaza.  The base of this room truly belonged to the earth.  
It was not the same as the half-hearted attempt of sidewalks 
to create a refined surface.  This base knew its role.  It was the 
ground.  He enjoyed hearing the grinding sound that loose silt 
made between his shoes and the concrete.  He knelt down as 
he approached the top step and felt the texture with his bare 
hand.  He was surprised by the cool temperature.  The shade of 
the canopy had moderated the sun’s exposure in the space to 
provide a comfortable environment.

As Steven stood he looked forward and saw the Theater 
dominating the space.  On either side of it were two supporting 
rooms, one an elevator tower to the parking garage below, 
the other the ticketing office and gift shop.  The three together 
seemed to be objects suspended in space.  

But what really created presence in the room was the 
columns.  Steven recalled seeing them from the park earlier 
that day, from where they seemed like a random movement of 
structure.  Now he saw that they were aligned North to South, 
almost as to guide him to the theater.  He looked up and saw 
through the perforated metal ceiling the enormous trusses that 
spanned from column to column, also North to South in their 

grain—an impressive display of strength as these thin members 
reached across the space.  The Canopy felt strong but light, 
which contrasted the weight of the earthen base upon which 
he stood.  As his eyes changed focus from looking through 
the ceiling to looking at the ceiling, he noticed the lines of the 
ceiling traveling also in this North to South direction as the tracks 
of the suspended system raced towards the theater.  Looking at 
the ground, Steven saw that the joints in the concrete base also 
moved in this direction with little exception.  He felt as if each 
row of the site was guiding him.  

At the end of the row, just before the entrance to the Theater, 
the canopy was pulled back.  The suspended ceiling broke, 
revealing the impressive structure above as what little daylight 
was left poured down and pierced the darkness of the room. 
The light illuminated the faceted crystal skin of the Theater 
and reflected onto the metal ceiling.  The blue tint of the glass 
emanated a calming hue throughout the room. 

Steven walked over toward the column.  Its base and 
capitol were formed by a ring of light that illuminated the shaft 
of the column.  It rose up to the roof as a perfect cylinder.  As 
he moved his eyes from the bottom to the top, he knew that the 
diameter of the column was not changing, but because of his 
perspective the columns shrank as they approached the end.  
This helped give Steven a more attuned sense of the loftiness 
of this room.  It reminded him of the Metro tunnel and how his 
diminutive nature in the space made the city seem stronger.  
He stood over the light of the column.  The heat from the lamps 
warmed his skin as his body cast a shadow up the column 
and onto the ceiling.  He reached out to touch the column.  
The concrete was warm from the light and incredibly smooth.  
It surprised him because it was not polished but still highly 
refined.  The concrete almost felt soft because of the evenness 
of texture on its surface.  He found one little crevasse where the 
texture was interrupted, revealing to him that this was indeed 
concrete but in the hands of a skillful pourer.

As Steven and Michelle continued walking down between 
columns, they looked at their surroundings.  The skin of the 
building lining the block was not a strict wall; that was merely 
the face they were giving the city to filter entrance.  They 
were highly textured in nature.  Here he could distinguish the 
protruding stair towers that raced up the building’s sides.  There 

were balconies formed just above the base and again on the 
sixth floor by carving out spaces.  He could see the change 
in function on the upper floor as being residential, in contrast 
to the businesses below.  This membrane building dared not 
to simply touch the base and canopy however.  It had more 
respect than that.  It was connected by bridges at the base 
that led to lofted space in the shops and restaurants.  Above, 
the residences had bridges that gave them access to the 
exclusive roof top garden.

Steven and Michelle realized it was almost time to meet her 
boss and began to walk towards the theater.  It seemed as 
though everyone in the plaza was headed in the same general 
direction, towards the light illuminating not simply the Theater 
but also its entrances.  Steven wondered how they were to get 
into the Theater to meet Michelle’s boss if he had the tickets.

At the entrance to the theater the large planes of glass 
that made up the skin of the theater created a part in their 
overlap.  The space that was just small enough to allow patrons 
to permeate the membrane, while the tall walls reflected those 
who were not to enter the gem.  There was one step up to enter 
the Theater.  Immediately the texture of the floor changed from 
the earth-like concrete to a highly polished concrete.  It further 
emphasized that only the deserving were to enter.

As they walked alongside the glass plane, its structure 
cast a playful shadow on the floor.  Steven’s eyes moved to the 
edge of the concrete flooring only a couple feet to the right of 
them.  There was a two foot drop down to the next level of the 
theater.  He thought he would be wary of being near such a 
drop without a guardrail, but the last foot of flooring was carved 
away, serving both as a warning of the edge and providing a 
nice place to. 

Steven and Michelle proceeded down the steps at the 
end of the glass pane.  It was here that Steven was confronted 
with the most impressive space in the site.  He stood beneath 
the powerful Urban Canopy.  He was between the filtering 
membrane skin of the Theater and the massive wall of the 
Auditorium.  The planes of glass were leaning in, capturing this 
moment in space.  Above, a thin membrane of ceiling came 
up to the planes but touched them only with a glass reveal.  
The Auditorium walls were constructed of glazed and polished 
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black CMU.  They reflected Michelle’s ivory dress in each block.  
The mortar was tinted in the verticals of the block so as to make 
them disappear, and the horizontal joints appeared as strong 
white lines that raced around the wall.  Each level of block 
served as a measure of the space as Steven counted the rows 
and understood the height of the space.  His eyes moved up 
the CMU and then over to the glass planes.  They raced down 
the strong verticals of the glass that were holding them up.  
These tilted columns emphasized the height of the space while 
the secondary horizontal mullions in conjunction with the CMU 
emphasized the horizontal expanse of this room.  His eyes were 
caught by the band of concrete a third of the way up the wall.  
Its strong run made Steven turn around and see that it was 
an extension of the lentil above the opening towards the coat 
check and restrooms.  

Michelle went to the ladies room as Steven sat in the portion 
of carved concrete flooring.  As he waited, Steven noticed that 
the flooring had changed again.  He was not standing on 
polished Travertine stone flooring.  He examined the joints in 
the stone tile and noticed they were not an unrelenting grid, 
but rather a meeting of the elliptical nature of the Auditorium 
and the saw tooth edge of the glass planes.  He followed one 
of the lines to a perforated metal column sitting in the middle 
of the walkway.  He realized this was what was conditioning the 
space.  It was akin to the air blasters in the Metro.  But these 
belonged more to the Urban Canopy.  They made reference 
to their big brother columns that were supporting the canopy 
outside the Theater.

When Michelle exited the ladies room, Steven pondered 
how they would ever find Michelle’s boss in such a large pre-
event space.  They walked over to the railing and Steve saw the 
terraces cascading down to the main floor, each one flowing 
into the other.  In this space every person, dressed in elegant 
gowns and fashionable suits, was on display.  The glass gem that 
was the Theater was a showcase displaying jewels of people 
inside.  With a quick scan over the crowd, Michelle found her 
boss on the third terrace.  They proceeded down. 

Perhaps it was that he felt comfort in this space.  Perhaps 
it was that he felt as though he belonged here.  Or perhaps it 
was because Michelle’s boss was a great man.  Whatever the 
case may be, Steven completely forgot his anxiety in meeting 

Michelle’s boss and greeted him with confidence and a strong 
hand shake.  They instantly bonded.  After introductions, the 
ladies began to chat and the men went to order drinks at the 
bar located at in the Auditorium wall on the main floor.  They 
returned with four glasses of champagne and continued to 
speak of their anticipation of the show.  Steven was introduced 
to several Congressmen, computer business tycoons, and other 
public figures as they passed by their portion in this room.

At 7:45 it was time to enter into the Auditorium.  Steven 
looked for the entrance and noticed that above the bar was 
another banded lentil.  He followed the band and saw on either 
side of the bar, tucked in the corner of the main floor, two tunnel 
entrances.  People began to make their way toward them as 
they filed in to see the performance.  Steven had never seen 
a dance performance before.  But today seemed to be filled 
with a lot of firsts for him.  So far they had all been incredible 
experiences.  As he walked through the tunnel between two 
dense CMU walls, taking occasional steps descending to their 
fourth row seats, Steven’s anticipation grew.  He knew that 
tonight was going to be one he would never forget—the night 
he experienced the Urban Canopy.




