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Interviewer: Rebecca Summer [RS] (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 
 
Interviewee: Elizabeth Emerson [EE] and Mark Lawrence [ML]  
 
Date: May 8, 2018 
 
Location: their architecture studio E/L Studio. In Naylor Court (a residential/commercial alley), 
Washington, D.C.. 
 
Summary: This interview was conducted as part of Rebecca Summer's research for the 
dissertation "The Urban Alley: A Hidden Landscape of Social Change in Washington, D.C." 
Emerson and Lawrence are the architects of E/L Studio and are working on a major project 
called the Washington Alley Project (WAP). This includes data collection and map creation 
about the existing states of alleys and potential design avenues to revitalize them. They have 
presented to the DC Office of Planning and are in touch with people there. They did a citywide 
resident survey about alley uses and desires, and they also organized an “alley hop” downtown. 
The interviews covers a discussion of the rising popularity of alleys as places to live and work 
and what makes alleys appealing today. There is also discussion of particular design challenges 
for architects working in alleys, with references to specific alleys in Washington, D.C. and 
specific neighborhoods in the city.  
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Transcript: 
 
[Lawrence and his family live behind the studio in Naylor Court (same property). There is a 
small courtyard between the office and his house. Elizabeth is based in New York but is in DC a 
lot. They’ve both taught at DC universities before. Before we sat down and recorded, we 
walked around and they showed me the print outs hanging on the wall from the WAP site 
designs and data. They haven’t published this but may soon. Have sent out survey responses to 
people who took the survey. 
 
Start recording in middle of conversation] 
 
RS: Is there something new about alleys or exciting, or is it just different? 
 
EE: I think Mark’s perceptions will be more keen since he lives here. 
 
ML: I think it’s a number of things and it’s probably chicken and egg. Land is getting more 
valuable and the surface of the wall that meets the street, whether it’s a main street or a street 
like this [Naylor Court], an alley, as they become scarcer and scarcer every single one of them 
starts to get utilized. So I feel like—and the alley for us was an affordable way to move into this 
neighborhood. Nobody wanted—we never would have bought. Well we didn’t really want a 
rowhouse but we also couldn’t have—we’d have been less likely to be able to afford one. 
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Whereas this building was empty, it was affordable, no one else—very few people—looked at it 
the same way we did and saw its potential. 
 
EE: When he says empty it was truly just a shell.  
 
ML: It had a second floor but otherwise a two-story empty building. 
 
RS: Who was selling it? Was it an absentee owner? 
 
ML: So I think it’s part of a generation of—it’s interesting. The person we bought it from owned 
a number of buildings in the area. And he was a little eclectic and he lived here and lived on a 
boat, and he still does. He actually has another alley dwelling around the corner. He’s also a 
very interesting guy. But there was a little network of people that lived here in the 80s, but 
there weren’t that many, and their front doors were like, garage door kind of. They lived in a 
kind of different way I guess. Their expectations were less. 
 
EE: Yeah. And I would say in the best possible way they were kind of artisan eccentrics. People 
who were looking—obviously property values in the District were super low. I’m sure they 
bought this building for nothing. And they were kind of camping out a little bit. It was a little bit 
of—squatter isn’t right, because of course they bought the buildings—but it was kind of like the 
original artisan moved into SoHo and kind of camped out in the warehouse buildings, the 
people that were moving here were looking for a different kind of experience. 
 
RS: A little more isolated too. 
 
EE: Yeah, and kind of hidden. 
 
ML: There’s a video of the guy who used to own the building across, caddy corner to us, that 
little carriage house, before the friends of ours actually. One of the reasons we moved here. I 
might have a copy of it somewhere. It’s kind of interesting because he’s an eclectic guy, and he 
took that old thing and turned it into a place where he could live in, and then he sold it, and 
then it’s now this very cute little— 
 
EE: And it sold for an amazing amount. 
 
ML: But I feel like it was—part of the interest in the alleys now is now they’re hot. I guess. Now 
they’re more, sort of, on the common path of travel, even. Because of some of the stores that 
have popped up. But they also weren’t very—like 10 years ago, 15 years ago, they were still 
very unsafe I think. Like you really wouldn’t want to be walking through here at night. 
 
RS: And now you’ve got kids and it sounds like there’s other families. 
 
EE: Well it has life cycles. By day and by night the alley quality changes. I mean, you still see 
evidence of illicit activity. If you walk through in the morning, you’re gonna see the remnants of 
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last night’s parties. So. Right now it’s in a really interesting phase of—I would imagine that that 
activity’s gonna reduce more and more all the time. 
 
ML: I keep thinking that. It doesn’t. 
 
EE: There’s still overlap 
 
ML: Yeah, there are still prostitutes. But we play in the alley all day. On the weekends we have 
little umbrellas and things, and our children block the street off, there are a number of children 
in the neighborhood so it becomes our front yard. But then, at 6 o’clock we go in, and  
 
RS: and other people come out. 
 
ML: But then people are walking through to go out to the bars or whatever. And then I guess, 4 
in the morning or who knows, so it still has all of the activities. And that was even one of the 
things that Eric Shaw, of Office of Planning, was saying. If the alley loses its identity, if it 
becomes to sanitized, it won’t have its appeal. 
 
EE: People won’t want to live there anymore. Then it’s going to be Georgetown mews housing 
and not what it is right now, which is some kind of safe illicit place. It’s something in between. 
And that’s part of the allure, I think. 
 
ML: But I think it’s economic pressure driving it. It’s gotta be.  
 
RS: Both people still really wanting to live downtown but it being so expensive, so it’s kind of 
this in between option. 
 
ML: It is now no longer an in between option. At least not this alley. But I think it was the 
second thought. The afterthought of the main street property for sale. 
 
EE: And there are other alleys that we’re seeing more and more—people approach us about 
Capitol Hill alleys. We have a project on a Capitol Hill alley right now where a client bought it 
and has been using it as commercial purposes. A youngish couple, young couple, and they 
rented a rowhouse—a very conventional Capitol Hill rowhouse—and they decided, we don’t 
want to live in this rowhouse, we want to live in this building on the alley. So we’re seeing more 
interest in places like the Hill, where there wasn’t before. It’s perking up. 
 
RS: In that case are they the only alley-facing building? Or are there other commercial [alley-
facing buildings] in there. 
 
EE: There are some historic alley dwellings on that. There are others. None that face them 
directly, but two that are in their stretch. And there’s like three warehouse/garage-y buildings 
to the right of them. It’s a really big block, so if you go around the warehouse that across from 
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them, then there’s a very continuous loop of alley dwellings in there. So it’s an interesting kind 
of hybrid between a commercial and residential. It’s a little bit of both. 
 
ML: But I think when people walk down this alley and they say, you know, I’ve never seen this 
before, I didn’t know this existed, or that kind of thing, I think there’s an appeal to that. There’s 
also a scale change that happens from the main street to the alley that is comfortable and 
maybe of a scale that you might see in a European city more commonly than here. And the road 
and the sidewalk are one, it’s a lot of little things that build into people’s enchantment when 
they’re in here. 
 
EE: Enchantment! 
 
ML: Yeah! I think people are like, isn’t this so cool! 
 
RS: It’s charming and intimate. 
 
EE: Yeah, the scale is nice.  
 
RS: One thing that I think—and I’m sure you’ve thought about this in your design work just in 
terms of property lines but—alley are kind of this quasi public and private space. These are 
public roads, but like you said, you block it off to play outside, or you put up chairs and stuff 
when it’s technically not your property. Have you ever gotten push back in any kind of formal 
way? 
 
ML: No, and there’s a little bit of fixed appropriation. Like the people next store, when they sold 
the lot for these three condos next to us, there are these huge planters that help kind of soften 
the edge. Those were sold as part of the project, and I’m sure no one’s given second thought to 
the fact that those are just like big planters on the public space. They haven’t bothered anyone, 
so they’re not an issue. I’m sure if it prohibited a fire truck from going down that might be the 
only thing. That’s really the big—that’s one of the big regulations in the alley, is fire access. It 
has to be a 30-foot alley for a residence to built in an alley, unless it has access to the street. So 
some of these little 10-foot alleys, or 12-15-foot alleys, they can’t be a property that doesn’t 
have street access. 
 
RS: I think it’s right but I might be misremembering that some of the older alleys were 
grandfathered in. Like newer alleys can’t be built, but I think in Georgetown there are some 
that are— 
 
ML: There might be some. Now, if you buy a piece of land you apply—it has to be a 30-foot 
alley. But if it’s already happening, I think there’s ways around that. The other thing about 
appropriation of private space is just protecting the corners. You’ll see a lot of ballards on the 
corners to keep cars from— 
 
RS: Hitting your house. 
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ML: The house owners own those things but they’re in the public space. 
 
EE: I think the idea too was the scale of intervention that we were proposing [with the 
Washington Alley Project (WAP)] in these more recent studies is that if you create occupation 
back there, if there are kids regularly playing in the alleys, or there are these kinds of pocket 
parks that people are occupying, then ultimately that’s what changes zoning regulations. It’s 
the actual community agitating for a change in the way they decide to organize or govern the 
public space. So the more you make occupation possible but some street architecture, the 
more likely it is to have an impact and work from the other direction up. The other approach 
could be to go after the zoning regs and make a change there and hope that people will use it, 
but you know.  
 
RS: So this project in Capitol Hill, I imagine parking and garbage are challenges.  
 
EE: Their garbage collection happens—they do get garbage collection there, on their alley? Or 
do they roll their trash to the street? 
 
ML: I don’t know. On this alley, we take our trash out to the street. And there isn’t trash 
collection on this alley. Dave Salter is the big—he’s the guy that’s anti-trash in the alley because 
of the big trucks coming through. And his house is on the corner, very exposed. And it’s true—
trucks do come and service the apartment buildings, and they’re huge, and they shake the 
buildings.  
 
As an owner of a building here, you have to think about, you don’t have a back. You don’t have 
a place to put your trash. Putting our trash in the back serves us no good because we have to 
drag it through the building to take it to the front. I think one of the things we’ve thought about 
in this project, and also in the F street project, is thinking about some of those pieces and 
where do they go. They’re part of a doorway that’s part of the front of the house, so to speak. 
Because you can’t store your trash can in this alley. I don’t know about that one. There’s kind of 
an unwritten rule that you can’t put your trash out. 
 
EE: That little white box is actually the storage for the trash. [points to a white box near the 
front door of the building] 
 
RS: I imagine as you’re thinking about this there are some interesting design challenges that 
come up. 
 
ML: Yeah. 
 
EE: For sure. 
 
ML: And it’s not great if your door is right on your property line on the street. Because you’re 
walking out into traffic. So you’ll see a lot of the recess. 
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EE: And their site is interesting because unlike this, which has a more typical lot orientation, 
their current building covers the entire lot and its long direction is parallel to the side. But the 
side is actually the more active alley; they’re on the corner. And they’ve got smallish kids. We 
had to look at ways to build outdoor space within an envelope that’s already built up. Whereas 
here we built that addition to make more space—their family was growing and we created kind 
of a courtyard, but it was a more typical kind of row house with a garden in the back 
configuration. You see a lot of atypical conditions in the alleys, which I also think is intriguing to 
people. They want something different. There are so many rowhouses in this city with little 
postage stamp gardens in the back. And they’re nice! But people have a thirst for something 
else. 
 
RS: So is this alley project you’re doing, is it just going to be in DC, or are you thinking looking 
at other [cities]? 
 
EE: I think it’s a DC project. I don’t know, what do you think? 
 
ML: I mean right now it is.  
 
EE: Well we just literally found out today that we have won an urban competition with this 
project. 
 
RS: Oh, congratulations! 
 
EE: Thanks, it’s exciting. So we’re going to London. We’re not really meant to present this 
project but they’re doing a kind of think tank day of working sessions, and I think that you’re 
really meant to tackle London problems, but with the expertise that you’re bringing from 
having done these other projects. So I don’t know, maybe we’ll get inspired. That could be kind 
of interesting, because of course London was the capital, this [DC] is the capital built after 
London is no longer the capital. So that could be kind of curious to see if there’s overlap. 
 
ML: They have some amazing mews. But they seem to have worked those out pretty well. 
 
EE: But we should find out how and why! So, I don’t know. Maybe it expands. We’ve certainly 
referenced lots of other cities, and in fact we’re presenting at a conference in New Orleans in 
the fall, where the conference organizers were suggesting that we would present together with 
a woman who is part of a CIB—commercial interest…a development group—in Vancouver, who 
have successfully done some projects. They call them laneways. Her portion was going to be 
more about tactics. Unfortunately she’s not able to go to the conference, but I’d like to know 
more about their project and so we’re certainly looking at other cities. I don’t know if we at 
some point take that on in a more detailed way. I’m not sure. We’ll see! We’ve sort of followed 
where the research takes us with this, which is nice, you can do that when it’s your own 
internal project. If we were doing this for a client we wouldn’t be able to meander quite the 
way that we have. 
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RS: So this is kind of just a fun project? That is obviously leading to work, but you’re letting 
your interest take you. 
 
EE: There’s kind of an underlying thesis, but we’re letting it emerge. I think initially when we 
took it on, we want to do a publication. And then it really became something else, something 
more. Ultimately there will be some kind of publication. We’ll put the findings out into the 
world, but we haven’t figured out yet when that will be and what format. Stay tuned. We’re 
doing it for our own curiosity, our own enrichment, it’s very invigorating to the studio to do 
this. Doing client-driven work is great, but you’re never totally in control of what’s going on, 
obviously. It’s nice as architects to sometimes indulge your ego and be totally in control of how 
the project goes. 
 
ML: It also taps into a lot of issues that we’ve encountered along the way in designing different 
projects. Some of our projects have a property line that faces an alley and I don’t know that 
we’ve always been super thoughtful or inventive about what we do there. Or as inventive as we 
would be now. We have a lot of opinions about how it could happen and also we know what 
most people are doing in a typical residential alley. I think as the population evolves and as 
people are moving into the cities. I think some people who move into these cities are coming 
from suburbs and are trying to be urban, and they are bringing some of that baggage with them 
in a way that is unfortunate, and I think there’s an education that needs to happen. 
 
RS: What do you mean?  
 
ML: There’s a kind of build a big house, build a big fence, park the car, go inside, don’t talk to 
anyone. That exists—I think, I don’t know—I think that’s because of a suburban lifestyle that 
our generation grew up in the suburbs and we were conditioned to behave a certain way, and 
now it’s cool to [be in the] city so we all move from suburbs, but some have brought some of 
that baggage of the gated community with them.  
 
RS: Well definitely ideas of privacy and your domestic space is your private space. This is 
obviously totally different. 
 
ML: Yeah. So, I say that and there’s a big steel gate there [front of his property] and a 15-foot 
wall that I didn’t build, but I like it. But there is a kind of—its funny, we have this great backyard 
and it’s wonderful, but we spend way more time in the front on the weekends than we do in 
the back. Because it means the little boy across the street will hear us when we’re on the 
corner or whatever. 
 
RS: It sounds like there’s a nice community of neighbors. 
 
ML: Yeah. One thing that I want to get to in our research is how do those kinds of conditions 
exist in some of the more suburban alleys in upper Northwest.  
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RS: Come to my parents’ house. 
 
EE: Where is your parents’ house? 
 
RS: [point to on a map of alleys they have on the wall]. They’re in the Chevy Chase  
neighborhood. We have an alley behind our house, and they’re obviously very different. 
 
EE: My mom grew up in AU Park. And when we were kids we would go visit our grandmother. 
We all played in the alley. 
 
ML: Did you grow up in the house that you’re talking about? 
 
RS: Yeah. 
 
ML: Did you all play in the alley? 
 
RS: UmHmm. Basketball hoops everywhere. 
 
ML: Is that still the case? 
 
EE: We hear it a lot on our block. 
 
RS: At least up there there’s a lot more weird-shaped blocks, like triangles, not squares. So 
there’s all sorts of intersecting alleys, so it was kind of like a little maze as kids. All the friends 
lived in the neighborhood so you could kind of run through there and stuff. But it is 
interesting, depending on who you talk to, they either say, Oh alleys! It’s such fond childhood 
memories. Or, alleys! We’re never to go in the alleys. 
 
ML: Well if you walk down, there’s a couple blocks within 100 feet of this block, that are just 
one garage door after another [in the alleys]. And unfortunately it’s created a kind of—I think 
some people moving into the city or moving into a house in this neighborhood, are still a little 
bit…security conscious I get, but it’s sort of become a wall. The alleys are very walled off. It’s 
unfortunate. I think it’s a matter of time that people are going to realize that that surface is 
valuable. It can be something else. 
 
EE: Yeah I think we stayed sort of close to home in the set of values we looked at, because we 
knew we wanted to use the studio to be kind of an enaction of the thing that we’re after, which 
is more occupation, so we want people to be out in the alley doing this, with something obvious 
[points to the cameras they gave to participants on the “alley hop”]. But, there are like the 
upper Northwest conditions, which is detached single family houses. Alleys there have a really 
different character than they do here. And then in Southwest, which is where a lot of the 
historic alley dwellings were, when they did the slum clearance in the 60s, those modernist 
housing developments that were built used the alleys as front lots. Like when they had—I’m 
thinking of River Park—quite a few of them had little row house things, and then they’ll have a 
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tower. So there’s some interesting alley conditions there. They’re still alleys, right, they’re using 
them though as the center of the block. At that time, when they were building in urban 
locations, they were creating inward-focused developments, where the center of the 
development was. And the outside was less desirable. They put their backs to the street, 
basically. But as an urbanist, you think, Oh that’s not the right way to do it, you’re supposed to 
reinforce the street. But from an alley perspective, it’s pretty interesting. They basically made 
courtyard blocks out of these, which given that Southwest was the place where so many of the 
alleys were, is kind of—here’s the modernist take on what would happen in a very unplanned 
way in the 19th century. So there’s something interesting in that. Can you have the inside be the 
focus and still make good streets at the same time? 
 
RS: It is interesting. And I don’t want to keep you too long. We can wrap up. Just seeing new 
developments around the city, like City Center [downtown] has Palmer Alley and the Wharf 
[development, in Southwest] is building all these alleys, and they’re not alleys in the 
traditional sense, but there’s something about just calling something an alley that gives it this 
kind of intimate cache. 
 
EE: They also have a lot more control, right? Think about—I think it’s so interesting that the 
highest in retail in City Center is on Palmer Alley and not on 9th street! Because 9th Street is the 
traditional commercial strip. On 9th street you’ve got the loading dock entrance, you have the 
little corner of the Tesla showroom, and the little corner of Paul Stewart, but your real luxury 
[stores are in the alley]—and there’s something about the exclusivity of that, and a kind of 
privacy to it that I think shoppers in that end of the shopping spectrum find appealing. They’ve 
done the modernist thing of reinforcing the center of their property, a kind of courtyard and 
letting the street a little bit more closed. 
 
ML: Or you could argue it’s like the galleria kind of thing. 
 
EE: Yeah, the mall effect. Umhmm. It’s a really interesting one to study. And there’s so much 
more!  
 
RS: Well thanks so much for chatting with me. It was really interesting.  
 
ML: Yeah! 
 
EE: We’d really love to keep up with your research as you go along. 
 
 


