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Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If 
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eep:lr-te page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to 
1e area provided on the original form. 

Project Name Atlas Performing Arts Center Location Washington. DC 

Owner Atlas Performing Arts Center 

Project Use(§) Community Performing Arts Center for Music. Dance. and Theater 

Project Size 59.000 square feet Total Development Cost $20.4 million 

Annual Operating Budget Cjf appropriate) $910.000 CFY 200D 

Date Initiated November 2002 Percent Completed by December 1 I 2006 1 oo•c) 

Project Completion Date Of appropriate) see above 

Attach. if you wish. a list of relevant project dates 

AppllcatJon submitted by: 

Name Pabick Stewart Title ExecutJve Director 

Qrganizatjon Atlas Performing Arts Center 

Address City/State/Zip 1333 H Street NE. Washington. DC 20002 

Telephone (202) 399.7993 extension 107 Fax (2021 399.6i'o i 

E-mail pstewart@atlasarts.org Weekend Contact Number 301 .801 .9836 

ey Participants (Attach an additional sheet if needed) 

Organization Key Participant Telephone/e-mail 

Public Agencies Marc Borbely 202.517.9128 

Architect/Designer Dale Stewart 202.464.7i56 

Developer Matt Philpott 314.335.2621 

Community Group Michelle Mengal 202.785.2908 

Other Anne Corbett 202.315.1308 

Other Jane Lang 202.518.5295 

Please indicate how you learned of the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence. (Check all that apply). 
_ Direct Mailing _ Magazine Advertisement Previous RBA entrant 

Professional ~ Online Notice Previous Selection Committee member 
Organization Bruner/Loeb Forum 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, and 
to post on the Bruner Foundation web sites, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and 
authority to · e pplica · II attached erials and to grant these rights and permissions. 
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ABSTRACT 

Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If 
oossible, answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a 
eparate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to 
1e area provided on the original form. 

Project Name Atlas Performing Arts Center 

Address Cjty/State/ZIP 1333 H Street. NE. Washington. DC 20002 

1. Give a brief overview of the project, including major project goals. 

The Atlas Performing Arts Center ("the Atlas"), the only community-based performing arts center in Washington, was 
created as a non-profit D.C. corporation in November 2001. Located in a historic movie theatre complex on H Street in 
Near Northeast D.C., a once-vibrant corridor of the City that was devastated by riots in 1968, the Atlas opened its doors 
formally in November 2006 after four years of renovation. Anchored by the Atlas, in 2003 the City adopted a plan for the 
revival of the corridor, including the creation of an arts-and-entertainment ZO\}e as a method of social and economic 
revitalization. This landmark complex includes over 59,000 square feet dedicated to four theatres, three dance studios, 
offices, dressing rooms, lobbies, cafe, production and rehearsal space. 

The goals of the Atlas Performing Arts Center are: (1) to establish and operate community-centered rental venues for 
training and education in the performing arts and stagecraft, particularly for low-income youth and seniors in this part of 
the city where there is a shortage of programs, 2) to foster the artistic growth of professional and aspiring performing 
artists throughout the region; (3) to energize the revitalization ofH Street Northeast; (4) and to create a new model for 
collaborative theatre management. Pursuant to this mission, the Atlas has been sponsoring dance and music. education for 
youth and seniors in this low-income neighborhood since its inception. 

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence? (You may wish to consider such factors as: 
ffect on the urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; ·new and creative 

"pproaches to urban issues; design quality.) 

The H street corridor located in Near Northeast DC, once a popular retail district of the City, was devastated by riots in 
1968-90 buildings were razed. Thirty-five years later, when the City adopted a plan for revitalizing the corridor, the 
Atlas was featured as its "cultural cornerstone." Although it would have been easier and less expensive to level the 
existing structure, the advisory committee recognized the important history that the Atlas Theatre represents as a cultural 
landmark for the community and made the decision to restore the property. Since the original structure was restored; the 
Atlas complex is now listed on the National List of Historic Places. The Atlas is a unique complex that is changing the 
face of the H Street corridor. 

At nearly 60,000 square feet of performance and education space for professional theatre, dance and music companies, the 
Atlas has "turned the lights on" in an area of DC that had for too long, been dark. The restored store-fronts now occupied 
by Atlas arts partner Joy of Motion Dance Center has bridged the cultural divide by making accessible arts and education 
programs that had been otherwise unavailable. The two Lab theatres have been home to informal performances, classes, 
recitals, cabaret and community groups. The professional Lang and Sprenger theatres have opened their doors to the best 
high-quality arts organizations in the DC region, and in tum, opening the unparalleled benefits of the total arts experience 
to the Near Northeast community. 

Together with the restoration of the facade, the development and restoration of the Atlas as an institution will have the 
most visible and immediate impact on the revival of the H Street corridor. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application fonns if 
needed. If possible, answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the fonns. If the fonns are not used and 
,nswers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length 
,f each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original fonn. 

1. Describe the underlying values of the project. What, if any, significant trade-offs were required to implement the 
project? 

The values of the Atlas Perfonning Arts Center are multi-fold: 

-To the underserved Near Northeast neighborhood of Washington D.C., it provides a new and eclectic range of 
opportunities to learn, participate in and attend perfonnances of theatre, music, poetry and dance within their community. 
-To perfonning arts teachers, presenters and producers that lack homes in Washington- and the resources to acquire and 
maintain spaces of their own-- it presents the opportunity to teach and perfonn in high quality, appropriately-sized space 
and to build audiences virtually untapped by other venues. , 
-To teaching, presenting and producing organizations that have homes of their own in Washington, it offers community
based quality venues to house meaningful outreach and audience-building programs. 
-To historians and preservationists, it achieves the preservation, restoration and reincarnation of one of the last remaining 
movie theatres of the 1930's in Washington, rendering it once again a centerpiece of social life in Near Northeast. 
-To the residents, merchants and other stakeholders on and abutting H Street NE, it is the catalyst for the renewal of a 
neighborhood economy that will recreate a vital community. 
-To perfonning artists and organizations throughout this country, it is demonstrating the capacity of a cultural facility 
offering collaborative services to sustain the financial viability of the perfonning arts. 

With regards to the values associated with the development of the Atlas, the trade-offs were minimal and existed only 
within the context of construction and renovation. 

, . How has the project impacted the local community? Please include relevant infonnation on urban context. 

Working with the DC Public Library and DHCD, Atlas trustees facilitated the upgrade of the public library kiosk opposite 
the Atlas with a renovation grant in 2004.1n June 2006, the Atlas will host the kickoff event of the library's summer 
reading program. 

In 2005, the Atlas spearheaded the adoption of a "clean and safe streets" program in the "arts and entertainment zone." 
This entailed collaboration with the neighboring H Street Playhouse and H Street Main Street, and mobilization of other 
area shop owners and businesses. This is a model of responsible community leadership as well as smart business for the 
Atlas. 

The Atlas publishes a quarterly community newsletter, often including a featured column of "Atlas memories." The 
"memories" column has grown into a Legacy Project- a collection of oral histories from fanner and long-standing 
residents of Near Northeast. The Atlas already has a list of over 120 neighborhood volunteers who serve as ushers and 
provide other patron and community services. 

The opening of the Atlas has stimulated economic redevelopment and entrepreneurship in the "arts and entertainment 
zone" where eight new cafes and taverns have opened in the past year. Renovation is underway on a dozen other shops 
and eateries. Parking options are also being developed collaboratively with property owners. 

The Atlas Community Advisory Council grew to nine members in 2005 and meets regularly. It developed guidelines for 
community use of the lab theatres, planned and helped manage the April 2005 opening events and serves as liaison with 
area residents. Two members of the Council have served on the Board of Directors since 2003. 

ust as importantly, the Atlas works in collaboration with the Near Northeast Community Corporation, a local 
~mployment assistance agency, to recrnit and hire local residents. Currently, more than 50% of Atlas employees are local 
residents. 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION (cont'd) 

3. Describe the key elements of the development process, including community participation where appropriate. 

'n laying the foundation for the successful operation of the Atlas, we have focused on four goals since 2002: renovating 
he complex; building an authentic and integral relationship with the Near Northeast community; evolving a strong 

management and governance structure; and engaging established and emerging arts organizations. In June 2002, the Atlas 
Performing Arts Center, a 501(c)(3) corporation, purchased the historic Atlas Theatre and Shops with the help of 
mortgage loan forgiveness by the D. C. Department of Housing and Community Development. This 65 year old complex, 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places, had been vacant since 1986. The acquisition of the site was preceded by 
a year of getting acquainted with the Near Northeast community through meetings with Advisory Neighborhood 
Commissioners, H Street Main Street, and other community groups and stakeholders. 

Accordingly, the Atlas has sought to engage area residents in both planning and implementing its role in the community. 
To this end, the Atlas established a Community Advisory Council. It now consists of nine energetic, diverse and creative 
members who live or work in the neighborhood. They meet regularly and initially took on the task of developing policies 
for community use of the lab theatres. Council members also worked with staff to plan and manage a week of free events 
and performances dedicated to the community to celebrate the opening of the first section of the Atlas in April2005. 
Twenty-six community volunteers joined in this effort, along with those community residents who are Atlas employees. 

To keep up the momentum after acquiring the property, the Atlas began sponsoring off-site arts education programs at 
nearby Miner Elementary School and Stuart Hobson Middle School (in-school and after-school dance classes taught by 
Joy of Motion Dance Center) and at two neighboring seniors' residences (choml music taught by the Levine School of 
Music). The Atlas also instituted an annual poetry contest for children in elementary and middle school who live or attend 
school in Northeast DC. These programs have been received with huge enthusiasm and requests for more-thereby laying 
some of the groundwork to build on-site audiences and participation. 

Additionally, with the inception of the capital campaign, an "invitation letter'' was sent to each resident in the surrounding 
•rea, garnering support which far exceeded our expectations; over 140 community members became donors to the 
ampaign- from $500 checks to an anonymous $5 money order. 

4. Describe the financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable. 

The capital campaign budget includes acquisition of the property ($1.2 million), design according to historic preservation 
standards ($1.3 million), renovating and equipping the entire 59,000 square foot facility ($17.6 million) and other soft 
costs including fundraising ($300,000). At the time of acquisition, the building had been vacant for decades and was in a 
state of extreme disrepair. The adaptation of the space as a performing arts center required replacement of all mechanical 
and electrical systems, new roofs, excavation of the basement, brick wall extensions, new floors- indeed, even the term 
"major gut rehabilitation" understates the scope and complexity of the work entailed in renovating this landmark property. 

Attached is a complete and up-to-date fundmising spreadsheet listing all funding sources. 

5. Is the project unique and/or does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings? 

In its role as a catalyst for the cultural and economic revitalization of H Street Northeast, and the anchor for the creation of 
the "arts and entertainment zone" envisioned by the city, the Atlas has had a marked impact in the past six months. When 
the Atlas property was acquired in 2002, there were 25 vacant buildings in the 1300 block ofH Street NE, and many 
others in dilapidated condition. Eight of these buildings have been renovated since then, including a new restaumnts and a 
cafe. Several other vacant stores are currently under renovation. Atlas trustees also funded the renovation of the public 
library kiosk opposite the Atlas on H Street. ' 

While the Atlas is singularly unique in the Washington region, and equally unique in other major cities (the Atlas is not 
affiliated with a municipality or government entity, college or university, does not directly produce, has in its mission the 
rocess of community engagement and has developed an unprecedented model for collabomtive arts management), the 

• •lias is poised to be a model for how the arts can and does act as both a theoretical and pmctical venue for positive 
change in urban America. Easily adaptable to other urban settings, the Atlas would embmce the opportunity to serve as a 
resource for others seeking to develop such a venue. 



We recognize with gratitude the FOUNDING DONORS who made gifts in cash and in 
kind to the Atlas Capital Campaign, Chair Campaign, Community Connection Fund 
and to general support from November 2001 through November 2006 

$1 Million and Above 
Eugene M. lang Foundation 
Sprenger Lang Foundation 
US Bank 

$250,000 and Above 
DC Department of Planning and Economic Development 
DC Dept. of Houslng and Comm. Devel. 
District of Columbia 
Eugene and Agnes E. Meyer Foundation 
Gilbert and Jaylee Mead 
Morris and Gwendolyn Cafritz Foundation 
Settlement Fund Residues 
The Kiplinger Foundation 
Theresa lang 

$100,000 and Above 
Community Foundation for the National Capital Area 
DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities 
Fannie Mae Foundation 
Freddie Mac Foundation 
The Philip l. Graham Fund 

$50,000 and above 
BB&T 
Diane and Norman Bernstein 
usc 
Public Welfare Foundation 
Reuben and Arfene Mark 
Wachovia Foundation 

$20,000 and above 
Aaron and Cecile Goldman Family Foundation 
Canon U.S.A. 
Clark Winchcole Foundation 
FIRE Fund of the Community Foundation for the National Capital Region 
Harman International 
John and Ann Roberts 
MARPAT Foundation 
Paul Sprenger and Jane lang 
PEPCO 
Prince Charitable Trusts 
Robert and Irene Blum 
Robert and Maria Burka 
Susan and Dixon Butler 
The Homing Family Fund of the Community Foundation for the National Capital Region 

$10,000 and above 
Abe Pollin 
3arbizon 
3ary Rappaport 
Harman Family Foundation 
Julien Studley 
Kristin and Kingdon Gould, Ill 

$ 2,500,000 
$ 2,750,000 
$ 1,000,000 

$ 300,000 
$ 760,000 
$ 500,000 
$ 275,000 
$ 300,000 
$ 350,000 
$ 817,637 
$ 250,000 
$ 500,000 

$ 125,000 
$ 100,500 
$ 120,000 
$ 100,000 
$ 100,000 

$ 50,000 
$ 55,000 
$ 90,000 
$ 50,000 
$ 50,000 
$ 50,000 

$ 20,000 
gift in kind 
$ 30,000 
$ 30,000 
gift in kind 
$ 20,000 
$ 40,000 
$ 20,000 
$ 35,000 
$ 30,000 
$ 25,000 
$ 20,104 
$ 25,958 
$ 25,000 

$ 10,000 

$ 10,000 
$ 16,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 12,500 



Edna M. Hines $ 20 

Eric D. Snellings $ 20 

Esther Harris $ 20 

Ethel Mason $ 20 

Eugenia Kim and Brian Sullivan $ 20 

Felix Nienstadt $ 20 

James R. Murray $ 20 

Jason Dick $ 20 

Jayson Hail $ 20 

Jennifer Brown $ 20 

Joel E. and Valerie Truitt $ 20 

Jonathan Sanford. $ 20 

Justin B. Latus $ 20 

Koura Gibson $ 20 

Leslie Carey .$ 20 

Lillie C. Edwards $ 20 

Lillie M. Murphy $ 20 

Monique N. Owens $ 20 

Nancy Iris $ 20 

Nanette L. Spencer $ 20 

Paul P. Tremer $ 20 

Quanuah A. Pratt $ 20 

Ray and Arlinda Almeida $ 20 

Sarah D. Porter $ 20 

SharonV. Curtis-Wilson $ 20 

Sherrie Coefield $ 20 

Stephen Morris $ 20 

Stuart Denyer $ 20 

Stuart R. Denyer $ 20 

The Turner Family $ 20 

Tony R. Mayers $ 20· 

Tracey King $ 20 

. Ana Besu $ 24 

A. Farooq $ 25 

Alice Norris $ 25 

Alphonso C. Coles, Ill $ 25 

Alva L. Woods $ 25 
Amy Fisher and Donald . Torillo $ 25 
Audrey Baxemore $ 25 
Audrey Bazemore $ 25 
Audrey Hewitt $ 25 
Bernice A. Browne $ 25 
Blanche Pegram $ 25 
Charlie Johnson $ 25 
Damian and Sylvie Milverton $ 25 
Diana Stanback $ 25 
DorothyV. Randall $ 25 

Edward Harrison $ 25 
Edwina Gray-Mayers $ 25 
Emily and Wesley Raynor $ 25 
Esther Harris Clemons $ 25 
Francis J. and Gloria Campbell $ 25 
George Paci and Molly Pannell $ 25 
Grella A. Gordy and Jason Gardner $ 25 
Henry and Ella Lee $ 25 
Jacqueline Proctor $ 25 
James Parks $ 25 
Jeannette Myles $ 25 
Jennifer Chisholm $ 25 
Jenny Bignell $ 25 
Joseph and Zelda Plater $ 25 
Joy Mulinex $ 25 



Roger and Diane Warin 
Ryuji and Zenaida Kitamura 
Stephen A and Diana L. Goldberg 
Stephen Hessler and Mary Ellen Vehllow 
Steven Weaver 

· The Phillipps-Murrey Foundation 
The Weissberg Foundation 
Tom Collier 
Victor Shargai 
West Wing 

$500 and above 
Andrew David Cunningham 
Anne L. Corbett and Sam Sweet 
Anthony Clayton and David Evans 
Bonner Dental Network P.C. 
Cecilia Matthews and Vaughn McDuffie 
Charlene James-Duguid 
Charlotte Cameron 
David C. Bowers 
Delores B. Montgomery 
Delta Housing Corporation of DC, Inc. 
Edward and Victoria Jaycox 
Eric Lewis and Patrice Joseph 
Greg and Katie Pisocky 
Irwin and Miriam H. Baskind 
Jeff Alpher and Haley Kaufman 
Joel I. Berson 
John McGaw 
Kecia B. and John Lewis 
Keith Moellering 
Larry and Melanie Nussdorf 
Lea Mesner 
Lois Schiffer 
Patricia "Pat" Toney 
Richard Luna 
Ro Zeta Parker 
Samuel Perkins 
Sheldon Cohen 
Thomas Feibleman Beck 
William Barrow 

Up to $500 
www.tolu2books.com 
Anonymous 
Johnnies R. Morton 
Raymond Kilkenny 
James L. Clark 
A. E. Majette 
Alicia and Frank Nash 
Amy Ford 
Anita Elliott 
Anita Ruth Spicer and Marie Ruth Gray 
Anne-Marie Mazza 
Barbara and Reginald Bedford 
Barbara Krengel 
Barbara M. Hillard 
Betty Entminger 
Brad and Angela Comar 
Carlene M. Forbes 
Carolyn E. Budoo 
Chip Carlson and Gary Thomas Scott 
Constance J. Rouse 
Deborah Ann Jackson 

$ 2,000 
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$ 1,000 
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$ 
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$ 
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$ 
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$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
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$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
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$ 
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$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
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500 
500 
500 
600 
500 
500 
500 
750 
500 
549 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 
500 

5 
5 

10 
10 
15 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 
20 



Merna and Joseph Guttentag 
Michael Lewis and Linda Singer 
Michiko Mitarai 
National Endowment for the Arts 
Office Depot 
Paul M. and Sandra Montrone 
Philip Terry 
Phyllis Thompson 
Richard and Lois England 
Robert and Natalie Moffett Smith 
Sherry F. Bellamy 
SLA Foundation - Sylvia and Ralph Ablon 
Solon E. Summerfield Foundation 
Stanley Spracker 
Stephen and Shari Ashman 
Steven and Jan Brose 

$5,000 and above 
UBS 
Dallas Morse Coors Foundation for the Performing Arts 
David and Jackie Marlin 
Doris Blazek-White 
Dr. Henry G. Jarecki 
Jacob and Charlotte Lehrman Foundation 
Jeff and Joy Spragens 
Jeffrey Gural 
Paul G. Lotito 
PNC 
Robin and Carol Farkas 
Samuel G. Rose 
The Washington Post Foundation 
Thomas Reichert 
Union Center Plaza Management Corp. 

$1,000 and above 
Ann and Knight Kiplinger Family Fund 
Arnhold Foundation 
Benjamin and Amy Alamar 
Capital Hill Community Foundation 
Cary and Sherry Sherman 
Dan Covey and Randy Richter 
Dick and Judy Cunningham 
Don and Carol Borut 
Glickenhaus Foundation 
H. Howard Morse 
Harriet and Oliver Sockwell 
Jean and Bob Kapp 
Jim and Sandy Fitzpatrick 
Joe Englert 
Judith and David Falk Charitable Trust of The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region 
Karen and Stephen Bowman 
Linda and Jay Freedman 
M. Page Ashley 
Maureen Jais-Mick and Dan Mick 
Michael Glosserman 
Michael Mandel and Sherry Haber 
Myra and Jerry Barron 
Nancy B. Peretsman 
Nancy Gist 
Nixon Peabody LLP 
Patricia and John A. Koskinen 
Patrick Stewart and Tammy Greenwood 
Peter Barton Hutt 
Robert and Carol Schwartz 

$ 10,000 
$ 15,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 15,000 
$ 15,000 
$ 15,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 15,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 
$ 10,000 

$ 7,500 
$ 6,000 
$ 6,081 
$ 6,000 
$ 5,000 
$ 5,000 
$ 5,000 
$ 6,000 
$ 6,500 
$ 5,000 
$ 5,000 
$ 5,211 
$ 6,000 
$ 6,500 
$ 5,000 

$ 2,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,500 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,600 
$ 2,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 2,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,200 
$ 2,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 2,000 
$ 1,100 
$ 2,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 3,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 2,500 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
$ 1,000 
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( COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

,~ 

Pleo$e answer questions in space provided. Applicants $hould feel free to use· photocopies of the application forms if 
needed. If possible, answers to all questions should be cyped or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and 
answers are typed on a separate page, ellCh answer must be preceded by the question to which it xesponds, and the lenglh 
of ePCh answer should be lil\"lited to the area provided on the original form. 

This sheet is to be filled out by someone who was involved, or xepresents an _organization that was Involved, In helping the 
project respond to neighborhood issues. 

Name Michelle Mengel Tit)e Program OffiCer 

Qrganip.atipn Loca} Initilitiyes SL!PJ!011 Corporation Telephone 202·785-2908 

Address 1825 KS!IUtNW Cjty/State/Zlp W ashingtoro DC 2001)6 

Fax 2112-785-433! E=glail mmengel@lisc.org 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, xeprodilce, or make avatlable for reproduction or use by 
others, for any pUI})OSe whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant bas full power and 
authority to submit e applicatiori and all att ched materials and to grant these rights and permissions. 

1. Row did you, or the organiution you repxesem, become involved in this project~ What role did you pia~ . 

The H Street NE Corridor has long been a focus of our reclevelopment work. In years past, we supported other 
organiZations in thdr attempt to redevelop the vacant Atlas- so we were very lamlliar with this project lliJd the 
huge ehallenge it was to redevelop/ renovate. Jane Lang contacted us in the very early idea !!tage to get feedback, 
coUDSellllld LISC's support. We illdieated onr interest in seeing this theatre resUired for the commwrlty and Chat 
we woulcJ support the Atlas organizatiOnally by proViding early grants fD help get the organimlion off the ground. 
In year two we provided grant funds fD support bringing on a full.ll&ne Executive Dlteetcw. We also provided 
®going infonoal tecbuic:al assistan~ 

2. From the collll!lunity' s poinr of view, whar were the maj« issues cOJtceming this project? . 

From the community point of view one major issue was the impact of ~mch a large project. There was a concern 
about tralfie and parking, Another Issue of ooncem was gentrification and displacement of long tenn residents. 
Other issues that weze raised were ac-slbility for lOw•to-moderate inoome membel'l! of the eommJ)I!ity as wall as 
erealillg opportllllltie.s for local residents to be Involved with the Atlas. The toDIDlUDity also was concemed with 
how the Atlas would betome involved with local groups ODd schools. There was also a roncem tha~ the project was 
not envisioned or planned by a local CODIDlunity resident and the oommunity concerns woldd not be important. 
However, the staff and boarcl of direClfDrs of Atlas work collaborate elosely with the eommunity ODd have created a 
place that is acc:essible for the local residents. Atlas Is also a major part of the H Street revitalization. 

3. What trade-{)ffs and compromises were required during the ilevelopment of the project7 How did your orgllllization 
participate in making them? 

111111 pot entirely 5nre, fD my knowledge none. We knew that tht IIBtul'l! of this development required a certain 
amount of flexibilitY · 
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COMMUNITY PERSPECTIVE <cont'd) 

4. Has this project made the commllDity a better place to live or work? If so, how? 

Yes tbis project has made tbe community a better pla£e to live and work. Since the inception of the project and the 
follow through with commitments made to the COIIlrllllnity, residents l!ave welcomed new blJSinesses. The 
revitalization of the Atlas has sfunulated a growth 111 tetailliuslliess whl~h has in turn created emploYIDent 
opportunities for load residents, 

5. Would you change anything about Ibis project or the development p!OCess you went lhiougb? 

l know that there were chaUenges associated with such a- large capital campaign and tbat there were numerous 
pains the Atlas experienced throughout the pennitting and construction phases- but I cannot speak to how things 
could llave been done differently. 

Overall, as a funder, we .received timely reports, were kept up to date and were apprised of potential Setbacks 
llloJig the way. Our grants supported the in&asttuetUl'C of the orgahizalioli as opposed to the physical Theatre. We 
strongly beHeve that It was a good investment. 
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PUBLIC AGENCY PERSPECTIVE 

"lease answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application fonns if 
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Name Marc Borbely Title ANC 6A Representative 

Organization Advisorv Neighborhood Commission Telephone 202-517-9128 

Address 536 13th Street. NE City/State/Zip Washington, DC 20003 

Fax 202-517-9128 E-mail borbelv@fixourschools.net 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation pennission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by 
others, for any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and 
authority to submit the application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and pennissions. 

Si nature 

?!;.;~·L ~ 

I. What role did your agency play in the development of this project? Describe any requirements made of this project by 
our agency (e.g., zoning, public participation, public benefits, impact statements). 

During my two-year tenure as the neighborhood's elected representative to our Advisory Neighborhood 
Commission, the official "voice" of the neighborhood, the Commission has consistently supported the Atlas 
whenever it has sought neighborhood support for any permits or zoning relief. This has included acting on behalf 
of the project in discussions with the District of Columbia Regulatory Affairs, District Department of 
Transportation and extending support to the City Council. 

Additionally, we were official co-sponsors of the Atlas's Phase One Grand Opening. 

2. How was this project intended to benefit your city? What trade-offs and compromises were required to implement the 
project? How did your agency participate in making them? 

The Atlas has proven to be a valuable arts asset to an area of the city that has no other arts opportunities. This 
includes providing service to our community, through partnerships with our local Elementary School and 
providing multicultural offerings for many segments of our diverse neighborhood. As the first major investment in 
a long-neglected commercial strip, that has served as anchor for many more investments, the Atlas has acted as the 
catalyst for further development and revitalization ofH Street 

I believe that the Atlas's leap of faith in our neighborhood gave others the confidence to invest in our 
neighborhood. 
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PUBLIC ANGENCY PERSPECTIVE (cont'd) 

( . Describe the project's impact on your city. Please be as specific as possible. 

Thanks to the Atlas, H Street is undergoing serious revitalization which includes participation in the District's 
"Great Streets Program." A long-blighted, neglected street, H Street NE is now seen as haVing a bright future. 

The immediate area around the Atlas has become a very sought-after place to live, in large part as a result of the 
hope that the Atlas bas brought. 

4. Did this project result in new models of public/private partnerships? Are there aspects of this project that would be 
instructive to agencies like yours in other cities? · 

There is a close working relationship between the Atlas and the ANC. In order for true, organic reVitalization to 
take bold, there needs to be a well fostered connection between the developers and the community. By using the 
relationship with the ANC, an elected body which represents the community to the District, the Atlas was able to 
develop credibility with the community from the very beginning. 

5. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

c ibe most successful aspect: involVing people from the neighborhood in all parts of the planning, etc. . 

The least successful: stiU too few people in the neighborhood reaDy know about what's going on at the Atlas and 
have yet to venture over. But, we are beginning to see that change, now. 
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( 

This sheet is to be filled out )ly the person who took primary responsibility for project financing or is a representative of 
the group which did. 

Name Matt Philoott Tjtle Asst. Vice President 

Organization U.S, Baucom Community Development Cornoration Teleohone (314) 335-2621 

Address 1307 Washington Ave. City/State/Zip St. Loiuis MO. 631 03 

Fax (314) 335-2601 E-mail matthew.philpott@usbank.com 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by 
others, for any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and 
authority to submit the ap · at' on d attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions. 

/ 
Si n ture 

1. What role did you or your organizati n play in the development of this project? Describe the scope of involvement. 

US Bank aeted as the Equity Investor for the Atlas project through a unique twin New Markets and Historic Tax 
Credit deal. UnUke a traditional loan or conventional financing, the cash equity provided by US Bank stays with 
the project in return for tax credits provided by the federal government. · 

2. What trade-offs or compromises were required during the development of the project? 

The nature of the New Markets and Historic Tax Credit programs require absolute adherence and strict 
compliance to federal guidelines., Having to meet the needs of lenders, investors, funders, and the community along 
with compliance with 501(c)(3) tax mandates proved to be chaUenging. Many of the entities required to 
collaborate on this are not always a fit. However, through the perseverance and dedication of the projet:t 
managers and board of directors the viability of the project became apparent to everyone involved. 

3. How was the project financed? What, if any, innovative means of financing were used? 

Initially, the Atlas Performing Arts Center renovation began as a traditional "capital campaign," with lead gifts 
coming from very few foundations and individuals as the catalyst for a mainstream funding campaign, which 
included members of the immediate community. As the scope of the project grew, so too came a chance to create a 
unique financing opportunity. 

The Atlas Performing Arts Center took two completely different tax credit programs that are designed to provide 
subsidy to bring in private financing to renovate historical buildings and generate commercial economic activity in 
low Income communities. This unusual combination included the IDstorlc Rehabilitation Program, managed by 
the National Park Service and the New Markets Tax Market Program managed by a specific branch of the U.S. 
Treasury. 

Along with the traditional funding sources, this transaction provided the fmal, and substantial, piece of financing 
needed to complete the project. , 



DEVELOPER PERSPECTIVE (cont'd) 

4. How did the economic impacts of this project on the community compare with or differ from other projects you have 
been involved in? 

While this project wouldn't be considered to a direct "economic engine",lt does Impact the community 
considerably through its activities and services provided. This project will clearly be au anchor for community 
activity that will have a catalytic economic effect on other properties in the neighborhood. 

5. What about this project would be instructive to other developers? 

This project, In Its uniqueness and complexity, reqoires complete commitment. The project bas to make sense 
financially. The project managers must be willing to exist within the strict mandates set forth by the historic and 
new market programs. The· benefits have ta out way the challenges and operating restrictions. Projects like this 
are troly not for the "faint of heart." 

6. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

The most unfortunate aspect of this project is that this project was limited to only one property in a neighborhood 
that needs economic revitalization on multiple levels including retaU and residentioi. 
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Name Dale Stewart Title Principal Architect 

Organization CORE Group Telephone 202.466.6116 

Address 1010 Wisconsin Avenue, NW Suite 405 City/State/Zip Washington, DC 20007 

Fax 202.466.6235 E-mail gen@coredc.com 
The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by 
others, for any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and 
authority to submit the application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions. 

Signature 

I . Describe the design concept of this project, including urban design considerations, choice of materials, scale, etc. 
'he original building is an historic structure, therefore, the project was approached as an historical renovation and 

_daptive reuse project that would both preserve and enhance the original structure. In utilizing this approach the 
Sprenger-Lang Foundation and the Atlas Performing Arts Center organization was able to gain significant historic tax 
credits benefiting the fund raising efforts of the project. 

Working within the historic structure of a 1930' s movie theatre - the architect adapted the structure to meet the 21 51 

century needs for a modem-day performing arts center that included both traditional and contemporary theatres, rehearsal 
spaces, dance studios, lab theatres, offices and support spaces. The integration oftechnology throughout the new structure 
and spaces allowed for the creation of a contemporary theater design for all users - from staff to arts groups to performers 
and visitors, special theatre I performing arts venue. A V technology, lighting, sound, acoustical design and stage design 
were combined to create a state-of-the-art performing arts center. 

The tax credit requirements and tight construction budget necessitated the reuse of as much existing structure as possible. 
The creative and innovative integration of the old structure and refmed fmishes created an environment of a quality 
theatre that was aesthetically pleasing and durable with minimal expense. The design team utilized architectural carved 
MDF panels as a fmish wall surface material in the grand hall (entrance) of the Atlas, providing visual interest and 
richness to the space. Its color and texture is sympathetic to that of the existing exposed brick, while changing the scale 
and texture ofthe wall surface. Instead of stone for the floor, the architect specified an inexpensive oversized ceramic tile 
inset with glittering terrazzo accent tiles and stainless steel strips, creating a dynamic floor design from the front door to 
the performance spaces and at each step in between. 

The ceilings ofthe main promenade, the great hall and to the performance spaces includes a combination of raw surfaces 
and exposed systems accented with an undulating drywall panels. The design creates immediate visual interest and 
reinforces the contemporary moves and adaptation of the space into a new, modem and dynamic environment for 
erforming arts. 

2. Describe the most important social and programmatic functions of the design. 



ARCHITECT OR-DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (cont'd) 

The resulting design differentiates spaces, allowing for simultaneous performances, rehearsals, book readings, dance 
lasses and day-to-day operations all at the same time within the various spaces. Students from every walk of life, from a 
iverse ethnic, cultural, educational and economic background come together on a regular basis for group classes and to 

participate in creative expression. Residents are invited to attend a wide variety of programs and performances that 
include drama, experimental and musical theatre, dance, music and more, able to experience live theatre and performance 
in their own neighborhood. The performers themselves come from around the region and across the country, and the arts 
partners that call the Atlas home include a symphony, a dance troupe, an African American Theatre company, and Joy of 
Motion Dance Studio, providing an incubator for growth and venues to present their work. 

3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade-offs or compromises required to complete 
the project. 

The real challenge was to fit 3 liters of program into a 2-liter space. The greatest design challenges of the Atlas 
Performing Arts Center were to make a very complex theatre program work within the confines of an existing historical 
structure. Another challenge was to create a high quality, professional, technically advanced dynamic, flexible theatre 
environment and facility with an extremely limited budget. 

To create the additional spaces without exceeding the zoning height regulations, we excavated basement spaces and 
underpinned existing foundation walls to expand the below-grade space. The main theatre space expansion I reorientation 
required underpinning of the existing outside brick walls, a successful and complex solution, resulting in the Washington 
Building Council award for "Excavation & Underpinning". The existing roof was raised twelve feet to meet the space 
needs of a modern theatrical complex. 

Other inherent design and construction issues included: changing the orientation of the main theatre to accommodate 
production needs; creating additional theatre and support spaces that previously didn't exist, and the incorporation of the 
new theatre design within a wood frame structure, which complicated the inherent acoustical issues relative to a modern 
'ay performing arts center. · 

The Atlas project's founder Jane Lang proposed a team of award-winning individual theatre consultants that were experts 
in the various aspects of the performing arts, such as set design, theatrical lighting design and theatrical acoustics, to take 
the project forward. 

4. Describe the ways in which the project relates to its urban context. 
As a building that had long been a landmark in the H Street neighborhood corridor, the Atlas Theatre stood as a symbol of 
the rich and diverse cultural and ethnic history of the area and as a vivid reminder of the economic blight that the area had 
suffered since the riots of the late 1960's. 

The surrounding buildings include mixed-use retail and small business tenants such as insurance agencies and beauty 
parlors in addition to a library, a school, a senior living complex and several churches. The area is also comprised of 
many residential town homes and small apartment buildings. 

The footprint of the original L-shaped structure sat behind a row of street front retail spaces, separated by an alley. The 
revitalization plan and programming required the merging of these two structures, connecting them internally via the 
alley, which was enclosed to become the promenade of the new facility. No additional property needed to be acquired, no 
upward expansion beyond the new main theatre roof was required, thus preserving the low profile of the original 
structure, maintaining the flavor and appearance of the overall streetscape, while greatly enhancing the block with new 
activity and vitality. 

The revitalization of the Atlas took into account the need for a catalyst of creativity and new development for its residents 
and businesses. The outcome is a better version of the original Atlas complex, with the historical elements preserved and 
-~novated and new life filling the building every day. The long vacant storefronts have been reactivated with dance 
tudios, the glowing neon and canopy lighting now illuminate a once dark and bleak stretch of city block, and there has 

oeen large increase in foot traffic in the area from audiences, students and performers making their way to the Atlas each 
day of the week. This area of the city is now known as the Atlas Arts District 
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in the development of this project? 

Cultural Development Corporation (CuD C) "brokered" the deal that allowed for the redevelopment of the 
historic Atlas Theater. After 25 years of sitting predominantly vacant, on behalf of CuDC, I worked for 3 years 
·o build a relationship with the owners, H Street Community Development Corporation, conduct a feasibility 
nalysis and thereby open their eyes to the possibilities of adaptive use as cultural space. In working with Jane 

Lang to vet her vision of creating a rental house for small theatre companies, I introduced her to the Atlas and H 
Street, and facilitated the sale of the property, including negotiating the forgiveness of the publicly-held 
mortgage on the property. CuDC also provided guidance as the project took shape and identified key 
consultants, lead tenants, board members, funders such as CORE (architects) and Joy of Motion Dance Center. 

2. From the community's point of view, what were the ml\ior issues concerning this project? 

The Atlas Performing Arts Center has impacted this community physically, economically and socially. 
Physically this property was a blighted ''white elephant" sitting defiantly dark, vacant at the "far" end of the 
street. Restoring its half-a-block-long fayade with marquee and neon blade sign turned it into a beacon that calls 
to you from the near end of the street, welcoming you eastward. Economically it also called out- demonstrating 
the value and possibilities for business on the street. Now dubbed the Atlas District, the blocks adjacent to the 
theater have quickly filled with eager new retailers of all sorts. Socially, H Street is a divide in the 
neighborhood supporting a near mythical separation between haves and have-nots, white and black, represented 
and ignored. The process undertaken around developing the Atlas, along with the careful consideration of 
project leaders, allowed for an intense community building effort. Common ground was created that identified 
shared values and a community focal poitit. 



OTHER PERSPECTIVE ( cont'd) 

I. What trade-oft's and compromises were required during the development of the project? Did you participate in making 
them? 

In my perspective, the developers of the Atlas tried not to compromise on anything. Historically, this 
community felt it had done nothing but compromise so in creating this place, the bar was set high. That being' 
said, budget limitations did exist. The project could not accommodate parking spaces no matter how many 
options were vetted. The facility does not have a proper scene or costume shop though it does have very 
luscious back of house spaces for actors. The fixed-seat, fixed-stage theatre does not have proper fly space for 
scenery and minimal wing space, though it does have a bit of fly space and an orchestra pit. I only participated 
tangentially and/or sporadically in these sorts of decisions. 

4. What do you consider to be.the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

I am a money person, so to me, one of the most successful aspects was the creative funding and financing 
employed to make this project fly. The developers incorporated both Historic and New Markets Tax Credits. 
They negotiated a $760,000 loan forgiveness over time. They secured public and private grants of all sizes. 
They sold naming rights. They talked vendors, especially the General Contractor, into providing services pro 
bono, at cost or in some cases, below cost. They collected contributions from the community in increments as 
small as $5.00- all the way toward accumulating $20M. From my vantage point, there are no unsuccessful 
:omponents of this project. I am sure that were I to have a more intimate working knowledge of the day to day 
.>attles, I could identifY something. My guess is that the biggest struggle is funding ongoing operations and that 
it is not going to easily be the self-sustaining facility that we had hoped for. But that opinion is based on 
speculation as I have not had any such discussion with the operators, but as an owner-operator of two facilities, 
CuDC knows how difficult operational sustainability is. 
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td you play in the development of this project? 

In both conceptual and practical terms, I was the founder of the Atlas Performing Arts Center. Though I have 
always taken pains to emphasize that the realization of the Atlas as a collaborative, community-based, high quality 
performing arts center was the work of scores of individuals and over 300 donors, it is true that the vision was 
mine. I created the Atlas, a nonprofit organization that acquired the historic property, after a year of consultation 
ritb community members and negotiations with the owner and mortgagor with advice, encouragement and 

-xpertise from many others. I convinced many to support the renovation of the deteriorating structure and 
persuaded Tisbman Construction Corporation to manage the renovation at cost, and worked with them for three 
years to see it through to completion. To finance the project, I pursued a dual historic and new markets tax credits 
transaction that closed in 2005. As the chair of the Atlas Board, I helped select the current management team 
which bas launched the operation of this unique performing arts center. 

2. From the community 's point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project? 

The Atlas Performing Arts Center has engaged residents of the Near Northeast DC community in the arts in both 
expected and unexpected ways. We anticipated that neighbors would enroll in dance classes in our three dance 
studios, but we never dreamed that, within a year of opening, the studios would have over 2900 students on site
and others in nearby public schools and seniors residences. We imagined that a seniors' chorus we sponsored 
would continue to be enthusiastically embraced by the seniors, but we didn't anticipate that they would also 
become volunteer ushers at events and performances, and avid audience members. We hoped that the renovation 
of this derelict movie theatre would spur other development- but the opening of nine eateries and taverns in a 
two-block radius of the Atlas bas happily surprised us. We are excited about the leadership role we have played in 
building a sense of community among retailers and new restaurateurs on our end of the H Street Northeast 
corridor, resulting in the creation of a "clean and safe streets program" to attract clients, customers, audiences 
and other new businesses to the "Atlas District." And we are proud that our committed efforts to ensure 
inclusiveness have produced audiences of diverse ethnicities and ages and, most importantly, overcome racial 
divisions that are otherwise too common in DC cultural life. 



OTHER PERSPECTIVE (cont'd) 

I. What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of the project? Did you participate in making 
them? 

Several choices were made at the design stage in which I played a decisive role. These choices, on their face, 
focused on cost and technological capabilities of the future facility (e.g. whether to opt for higher-quality finishes 
and design elements - or not. Likewise, we wrestled with decisions on the audio, lighting and rigging technology to 
employ in the two professional theatres. In several instances, we selected less costly materials and technologies -
e.g. ceramic tile in lieu of granite, a pipe grid in lieu of catwalks in one theatre - as long as functionality was not 
compromised. But, overall, we were guided by the proposition that "community" does not mean "second class." 
In a neighborhood that had been shunned for decades, it was critically important to create a facility that would be 
a source of pride for the neighbors and that would draw audiences accustomed to quality venues. Despite the 
somewhat greater burden this put on fundraising, we believe that these choices will serve our neighbors, our 
audiences and our performing artists well- and they will promote the financial sustainability of the center in the 
long run. I was also integrally involved with the decision to seek to list the Atlas on the National List of Historic 
Places. This put the renovation under the direct scrutiny and supervision of the National Park Service and added 
to project costs. Nevertheless, by doing so, we created a sense of neighborhood continuity and resilience in Near 
Northeast DC and also enabled us to qualify for tax credit financing. 

4. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

The integration of historic elements and technological theatre requirements of the facility with distinctive and 
imaginative design concepts and materials is the greatest success of the renovation itself. The most dramatic 
example is the "promenade," formerly an open, private alley used for truck deliveries. We preserved the 
architectural history by using in-fill bricks that were deliberately different from the old brick walls of the alley, 
"bus emphasizing the former doors and windows that were rear entrances to shops (that are now dance studios). 
Ne also installed two huge sets of art moderne plaster panels that 'Yere salvaged from the old movie theatre (where 

they had covered air vents). The new ceiling that now covers the alley, in contrast, consists of"clouds", 
highlighted by lightboxes, and signage that is created with shadows. It is a stunning marriage of the very new with 
elements of the original building. 

We have been less successful in isolating sound in this multi-venue facility. For example, the sound of flamenco 
dancing infiltrates the small lab theatres on occasion, and the adjacent lab theatres themselves also impact each 
other. Although the lab theatres were not intended for professional productions, sound infiltration restricts the 
full utilization of these spaces at certain hours. Programming the use of these spaces in coordination with the 
dance studio classes will relieve these problems, but I regard it as the least successful aspect ofthe project. 
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Second Acts 
Former lawyer Jane Lang has rem vented an old mov1e theater transformmg 11 mto the At as Performmg Ans Cente' 

Photo" Nate Lankiorc' 

'When I first saw the space. in the summer of 2001," says Jane lang, a 

lawyer turned producer turned arts center maven, "it was so bad. It smelled, 

it leaked. It was, in a word, disgusting.• 

Today, that same space, the site of the old Atlas movie theater at 1333 H St.. 

NE, in a neighborhood that was once a Washington thoroughfare, is home to 

Lang's dream, the Atlas Performing Arts Center, which is rising from the 

ashes toward its completion date of 2006. Not a face-lift or a makeover, the 

Atlas Performing Arts Center is a total transformation. In just 18 months 

since the groundbreaking, it is already, as one young dancer recently put it, 

"so not disgusting." 

Wherl') others saw n1bble, Lang saw potentia!. 
Up and operating are three dance 

Street that are leased to the Joy in 

Center. a longtime dance presence in the Washington area. Passers-by line the 

studios facing H 

Motion Dance 

windows to watch 

the school's dancers in a space once occupied by a Safeway and, before thai, a wig factory. In addition (O the dance sb.Jdios 

(which have n1bberized floors for kinder and gentler practicing), finished spaces include 11.'10 iab theaters used by multiple 

organizations, including the Atlas' original tenant. ACTCo, ihe .A.frican Continuum Theatre Company, the Districrs only 

professional African-American theater group. The works in progress are truly ambitious; still, Lang is quite sanguine about her 

odds of opening on time. 

The finished parts of the big picture: one fixed-seat theater for :::-6. in t.'le old Atlas movie theater space, and one 25Q-seat, 

flexible theater that can be reconfigured to suit different productions and directors; a cafe; dressing rooms; a grec::n room; a 

piano room; a stage manager's offi~l3; shops for both . reduction and costume; a laundry room; a large trap room; and lowe;-

level offices for use by the Center itsalf. as well as for iease ~o other arts orgat cations . 

. !\t first glance, Jane lang might seem an unlikely angel of the arts, but c;oser inspection yields a high

reaching idealist. A former law partner at Steptoe & Johnson, Lang left the firm in 1986 to form 

Sprenger and Lang with her soon-to-be husband, Paul Sprenger, also a litigator specializing in plaintiff 

class-action suits involving civil rights. In 1997, after their firm had won several very large verdicts and 

settlements, Lang began to withdraw from the practice of law. Following the lead of her father, the New York philanthropist 

Eugene Lang, she and her husband formed a family foundation to promote the arts. 



washingtonpostcom 
ReVitalized Atlas Ainiing To Make a 
. Vorld of Difference · 

By Jane Horwitz 
Special to Tho Washington Post . 
Thesday, September 12, 2006; COS 

Jane Lang leads a visitor to. an alley doorway through 
construction dust and detritus at the nearly complete Atlas 
Performing Arts Center. She points to the backs of apartment 
buildings and townhouses across the way. · . 

"I like to look out the bai:k door, just to remirid myself why 
we are a community-based theater," says Lang, who dreamed 
up the Atlas ide&. · 

Adventurous theatergoers have come to the 1300 block ofH Street NE for a few years now to see.the 
. pioneering Theater Alliance in its H Street Playhouse and more recently the African Continuum Theatre 

Company and Joy of Motion Dance Company using the first performance spaces to open in the Atlas. 

Now the center is about to unveil a flexible-seating black box desigti.ed to hold up.to 250 people and a fixed
seating theater with a proscenium stage and space for 276 theatergoers. A gala week planned for Nov. 8-11 will 
shl)wcase the center and feature a new play by Washington actor David Emerson Toney. Before that, on Sept 
21, the Cab Calloway Orchestra (led by his grandson) will perform in a benefit at the black-box theater, named 
for Lang's husband, Paul Sprenger. 

Audiences will enter under the restored Atlas cinema marquee into a whimsical, modernist "great hall." Below 
are a warren of offices, performers' dressing facilities and a scene shop. Washington scenic designer Tony Cisek 
and lighting designer Dan Covey did the design concept for the two spaces; Covey is the center's technical 
director. · 

An arts underwriter and a lawyer, Lang wanted to build a state-of-the-art performing arts complex in an 
underserv!l(llow-and-middle-income neighborhood and make it affordable and available to professional and 
community groups. She began fundraising and purchased the old Atlas movie theater and adjoining buildings in 
2002. Construction began in 2004, and the theater labs and dance studios opened in 2005. To date, Lang says, 
the capital campaign has raised $17.3 million, including $2.5 million from her and Sprenger's foundation and $3 
million from her parents. · 

"There was certainly a lot·of skepticism at the :beginning as to whether it would happen," she says. But 
neighborhood residents, "who had no reason to trust me, none at all, have put up with incredible aggravation, 
from the closing of the alley to all the dust and noise." Now, as an example of neighborhood involvement, she 
cites the chorus of women from the nearby Delta Towers retirement high-rise who perform at the Atlas and 

· volunteer as ushers. 

Lang knows the center must attract more than i~ neighbors. "We need to be developing audiences and getting 
people to put H Street Northeast on their cultural radar. My goal has always been the day when people will say, 

-.. 'Gee, I wonder what's happtming at the Atlas tonight,' " she says. 

For arts companies, "this is the next level here," says Atlas Executive Director Patrick Stewart, who migrated to 
Washington from the San Diego theater scene to run the center nearly two years ago. "If you've been, for 

.· 



example, doing the Source thing or Warehouse ... this is certainly the next level." 

With rents set at about $1,000 a week for the theater labs and a maximum of $4,500 per week for the bigger 
theaters, Stewart boasts, theater, music and dance troupes can avail themselves of "the region's best technical 
staff, II as well as box office staff and "an artistic collaboration with all the other arts partners. II He says groups 
will get breaks on the rent in return for doing community outreach. 

Making the Atlas their.full-time or part-time home thus far, in addition to African Continuum and Joy of 
Motion, are the Capital City Symphony, the Washington Savoyards, Step Afrika, Forum Theatre and Dance, the 
Wasl!ington Performilig Arts Society and the Levine School of Music. 

Ego Cheek 

They may be pals, but the co-stars and co-creators of "In the Continuum, nat Woolly Mammoth through Sept, 
24, don't mince words when they write and rehearse. 

NUdcole Salter and Danai Gurira began to develop the two-woman play as third-year grad students in theater at 
New York University, and "I definitely think we're friends for life and probably creative partners for.life," 
Salter says. Still, the two "definitely have our tiffs .... That comes from our training at NYU, our philosophy to 
focus on collaboration, not cooperation." 

In other words, ifyour colleague's new dialogue doesn't· work, don't flatter her- tell her. "We don't really talce 
things too personally as we're trying to create ... because the issue is so important, the story is so important," 
Salter adds. · 

"We try to get our egos out of the way," Gurira says. " ... We really know how to communicate with each other 
artistically, and our friendship really has just been blossoming." 

,' 
\ 

Their parallel profiles of two young women (and characters around them), one from South-Central Los Angeles, 
one from Zimbabwe, who both learn they are pregnant and HIV positive; had a successful off-Broadway run, 
and they recently took the show to Zimbabwe and South Africa. 

The Los Angeles-bred Salter, a Howard University grad who'll' be 27 tomorrow, plays Nia, an uumarried 
department store clerk ·from L.A. The 28-year-old Gurira, who grew up in Zimbabwe, plays Abigail, a married 
news reader for Zimbabwe government television. Though they never meet, Nia and Abigail struggle to sort out 
their lives, post-HIV. · 

The fact that "In the Continuum" also has plenty of humor and hope has brought audiences in from the 
beginning. "We had to malce it a point that it was not a dirge," Salter says of the show's early days in New York. 
"Although it is educating and hopefully empowering •.. it is a piece of art; it is a piece of theater.'' 

When asked about her Howard years, Salter .chuckles: She guesses people who were in her class maY remember 
her more as a student activist. "There was always a little part of me that was a writer," she recalls. "And then I 
had the activist part of me ... and then I have this theater part of me .... I didn't realize I could be all three of 
those things at once." 

For Gurira, a kind of epiphany about the power of theater came to her on tour in Zimbabwe. 

"To have young Zimbabwean actresses come up to me, I was awestruck, because they were awestruck," She 
says. "They said that gave them such courage .•. to start telling stories their own way." 

© 2006 The Washington Post Company 
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