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The architectural design of ARTS at King Street Station
SEATTLE – King Street Station is now more than just a bustling transit center: it is also, with the opening of ARTS at King Street Station in late March 2019, an important new arts and cultural hub. A major renovation of the station’s third floor provides more than 7,500 square feet of cultural space that will be used for the presentation of art of all disciplines, and that will center communities of color starting with Indigenous creatives — the people who originated and continue to weave the fabric of Seattle’s rich and diverse cultures.
The station provides a fitting locale for this new center, as it was built in the very area where, from 10,000 years ago until the late 19th century, Coast Salish peoples built some of their many longhouses as centers for shelter, celebration and trade. In the Djijila’lete dialect, the longhouse village here, near the tide flats and lagoon that preceded Pioneer Square, was known as Sdzidzilalitch, for “little crossing-over place.”
In that same area, the red-brick train depot now known as King Street Station opened to the public in May 1906. Reed and Stem, the architectural firm responsible for New York City's historic Grand Central Terminal, designed the station. The San Marco bell tower of Venice, Italy, served as the model for the building's familiar clock tower. The structure was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1973. In March 2008 the City of Seattle purchased the landmark building from the Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) Railway Company. Under city ownership, King Street Station underwent a $50 million renovation that achieved the following goals: restore the building’s historic character, upgrade rail and transit needs, create sustainable design and LEED building certification.
Commissioned by the City of Seattle Office of Arts & Culture (ARTS), the newly designed space responds directly to feedback from community focus groups with an emphasis on people of color. Beginning in 2016, ARTS worked with Seattle’s Olson Kundig to create concept designs for King Street Station. The initial concept for this adaptive space centered on dynamic, co-use areas to serve community needs, creating a welcoming and vibrant community arts and cultural hub in the heart of Seattle.

In 2017, Schacht Aslani Architects began work on the design of the 17,500-square-foot ARTS space. Located on the top floor of the historic train station, the project provides flexible, multipurpose areas for community gathering in addition to professional office and gallery space. A public lobby, the “Living Room,” connects the large multi-disciplinary presentation gallery with the offices and a studio for artists-in-residence. 

Schacht Aslani’s design responds to ARTS’ desire for a light touch that would leave the third-floor space in the raw, unfinished condition in which it was left following a 2010 renovation. ARTS’ goal is a space that is real and honest which will not become “calcified” over time. 

Achieving ARTS’ vision for the space with uninsulated walls and exposed structure required careful collaboration between the design team and City of Seattle Facilities and Administrative Services department to meet energy and life safety codes, as well as LEED® v4 Gold certification. The solution was to add insulation only where needed based on hours of use: the office area is insulated, while the gallery is not. This meant that the historic structure, the uninsulated masonry walls, and the original windows in the presentation gallery could be left exposed and unaltered. Contemporary mechanical and electrical infrastructures along with the 2010 seismic braces remain exposed throughout the space. This is the first City of Seattle-funded project to be designed to LEED® v4 Gold for Commercial Interiors standards. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The original second floor stairway now serves as the entrance to the new space. Glazing provides views into the entrance where art will be displayed as well as out to the ornamental plaster in the train station waiting room. Although partially damaged during the 2010 seismic upgrade, the original ornamental steel stair and plaster columns are preserved along with remnants of the riveted steel structure, the original terrazzo floors, and the unfinished masonry walls. Original historic elements combined with new interventions and increased transparency provide a transition between the restored ornamental train station and the new ARTS space.  

In the presentation space, kinetic gallery walls designed by Olson Kundig enable the community and artists to reconfigure the displays as needed for changing exhibitions and events. Suspended from a custom-designed elevated track inspired by the railroad tracks that serve the station below, a set of eight movable walls with integrated lighting support a wide range of displays and spatial configurations. The result is a flexible space that can easily transform to meet the evolving needs of ARTS and the community. 

The unadorned historic structure and kinetic gallery walls that characterize the presentation gallery allow the communities that will use it to project their own identities in the space. When contrasted with the restored train station, the unfinished character of the ARTS space tells the story of King Street Station’s evolution from an early twentieth-century train station to a contemporary transit and cultural hub for the City of Seattle. 
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