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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the ways in which architecture can be used 

to enhance and support creaƟ vity in music by engaging with the 

urban environment. The invesƟ gaƟ on will take the form of design-

ing a community scaled performing-arts incubator in downtown To-

ronto. The arts incubator program is familiar across North America, 

but oŌ en takes the form of either a pastoral retreat or an urban 

revitalizaƟ on tool with a focus on community development. This 

thesis aims to combine both ideas and create an arts-focused fa-

cility within the urban environment. Elements of the creaƟ ve pro-

cess of music are translated to program-specifi c, arts-focused de-

sign elements that are then described by their relaƟ onship to each 

other and to the city. This thesis aims to create a series of spaces 

that will enhance the capability of urban musicians to pracƟ ce their 

craŌ  and in turn elevate the cultural idenƟ ty of the place.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

T  Q

How can design enable arƟ sts to engage with and be enhanced by 

the urban environment as a catalyst for cultural development?

P

ArƟ sts are creators and purveyors of culture. Through their art, 

they both interpret and refl ect the environment they live in, and 

play a large role in defi ning the collecƟ ve idenƟ ty of a community. 

Despite the innumerable ways society benefi ts from the arts, criƟ c-

al support systems are lacking and individual arƟ sts are leŌ  subsid-

izing cultural producƟ on. This thesis explores architectural means 

of addressing this problem and aims to bolster exisƟ ng support net-

works for the arts through design. In this exploraƟ on, music will be 

the subject to invesƟ gate architecture as an instrument for enabling 

arƟ sts to create. The dynamic nature of music allows it to represent 

a wide range of arƟ sƟ c disciplines, and the unique requirements of 

the craŌ  provide interesƟ ng architectural challenges.

There is a strong connecƟ on between music and urbanity: music is 

inherently a social acƟ vity; the addiƟ on of an audience takes it from 

a self-indulgent process to a shared experience. Contemporary 

musicians oŌ en migrate towards urban centres in order to progress 

in the industry; success is derived from being around others who 

are doing the same thing and those who are willing to invest in 

the advancement of the arts. The Canada Council for the Arts re-

ports that 45% of the naƟ on’s arƟ sts reside in one of the ten largest 

municipaliƟ es, compared to 29% of the overall workforce (Canada 
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Council for the Arts 2013). The benefi ts of urban life, however, are 

someƟ mes outweighed by the disadvantages posed by the require-

ments of the musician’s craŌ . The need for space and sound iso-

laƟ on oŌ en fi nds the performer spending substanƟ al amounts of 

money on rehearsing or creaƟ ng, and it is regularly more than they 

can make from performing their craŌ . This, combined with the na-

ture of the unconvenƟ onal work schedule the arƟ st is required to 

keep, oŌ en makes the pracƟ ce of music-as-career untenable. This 

thesis will examine the creaƟ on of a plaƞ orm for musicians to ex-

perience and refl ect their urban environment, providing them with 

needed resources to pracƟ ce their craŌ . It will examine ways of pro-

viding spaces to foster and enhance creaƟ ve producƟ on, which will 

in turn elevate the cultural standing of the specifi c place and create 

a feedback loop of creaƟ vity and investment in arƟ sƟ c endeavours.  

Exis  ng Condi  ons

Support networks for arƟ sts take many forms, from government-

funded  grant programs  to not-for-profi t program support. Current 

resources aim to foster arts development through insƟ tuƟ onal or 

fi nancial programming; the Canada Council for the Arts document 

Public Engagement in the Arts outlined a number of intervenƟ ons 

used to foster engagement, ranging from grants and fesƟ val sup-

port through to touring programs for arƟ sts (Canada Council for the 

Arts 2012). Architecture does not make an appearance on the list. 

This thesis aims to demonstrate that good design can be a tool for 

engaging with and enabling the arts alongside exisƟ ng fi nancial or 

insƟ tuƟ onal programming.
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To begin exploring how this can be achieved, it is necessary to 

examine what does exist in terms of architectural support for the 

arts. Many faciliƟ es act to support musicians and other arƟ sts, 

oŌ en giving them a place to escape from the stresses of daily life, 

fi nd inspiraƟ on, and create in relaƟ ve isolaƟ on. Other faciliƟ es at-

tempt to harness the energy and creaƟ ve output of arƟ sts to re-

vitalize a certain area or community. The fi rst type takes the form 

of the arƟ sts’ retreat: a place away from the world with a mandate 

of inspiring creaƟ vity through isolaƟ on and immersion in some 

sublime seƫ  ng. The second type typically exists in urban centres, 

parƟ cularly in underprivileged or undeveloped areas, and uƟ lizes 

arƟ sƟ c accomplishment as a means for community revitalizaƟ on. 

The retreat model caters to the arƟ st as it fosters the creaƟ ve pro-

cess, while the revitalizaƟ on model caters to the community and 

aims to harness the posiƟ ve impact of the art once it is created. 

The arts incubator model that this thesis explores off ers the oppor-

tunity to take lessons from both of these models. It will propose a 

design that combines the best of both models: one that truly takes 

advantage of its urban seƫ  ng, creaƟ ng an environment that fosters 

arƟ sƟ c creaƟ vity, which in turn benefi ts the community.  

Exterior and Interior view of Music Studio - ACA (AtlanƟ c Center for the 
Arts 2013).
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An example of the arƟ sts’ retreat model is AtlanƟ c Center for the 

Arts (ACA) in New Smyrna, Florida.  Founded in 1977, this non-prof-

it organizaƟ on provides residencies, studios, and programming for 

internaƟ onal arƟ sts of all disciplines.  The original campus, along 

with the brand new gallery space, was designed by architect Will 

Miller, and 11 000 square feet of studio space was added to the fa-

cility by Charles Rose Architects in the 1990s. Each individual studio 

is designed for a specifi c arƟ sƟ c discipline and to take advantage 

of its surroundings: the music studio’s full enclosure with cedar-

lined walls ensures isolaƟ on and opƟ mal acousƟ cs, and the single 

skylight in the space frames a view of the spectacular Florida sky. 

The dance studio features sprung fl oors and sandblasted windows 

facing onto shared spaces to allow for opƟ mal lighƟ ng while retain-

ing privacy for the users. The boardwalk connecƟ ng these studios 

becomes an object in itself, acƟ ng as breakout space, collaboraƟ ve 

meeƟ ng locaƟ ons, and an impromptu performance venue (AtlanƟ c 

Center for the Arts 2013).

music

sculpture

dance

library

theatre

AtlanƟ c Center for the Arts site plan showing studios for specifi c arƟ sƟ c 
disciplines (plan from Charles Rose Architects 2013).
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Similar to the ACA in mandate but at a much larger scale is the Banff  

Centre for the Arts in Banff , Alberta. Purportedly the world’s largest 

arts and creaƟ vity incubator, the Banff  Centre provides program-

ming and support to more than 8000 arƟ sts, leaders, and research-

ers annually. Beginning as an adjunct faculty at the University of Al-

berta, the Banff  Centre is now an autonomous non-degree granƟ ng 

insƟ tuƟ on that acts as a “catalyst for creaƟ vity.” The centre is host 

to programs for all of the arts, from tradiƟ onal visual art to dance. 

Music and theatre programs exist alongside business and mountain 

culture programming, raising the centre above the role of a simple 

arts incubator and closer to a large-scale educaƟ onal insƟ tuƟ on. 

Non-arts-related acƟ viƟ es serve to support the core creaƟ ve pro-

gramming (Banff  Centre 2013a). 

Banff  Centre nestled among the mountains (Banff  Centre 2013a).
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A collecƟ on of eight individual studios and one collaboraƟ ve studio 

exist on the Banff  Centre campus and provide spaces for long-term 

arƟ sts residency programs. This colony of cabins is close enough 

to enable engagement with the larger creaƟ ve community of the 

Banff  Centre campus, but secluded enough to provide arƟ sts with 

a solitary retreat to focus on the producƟ on of creaƟ ve works. Each 

studio was designed by a respected Canadian architect and given 

a specifi c moment of creaƟ ve focus to enhance; three of the stu-

dios are geared towards writers, three to composers, and two to 

visual arƟ sts. The ninth studio is a larger space meant for collabora-

Ɵ ve work. The Banff  Centre’s mountainous environment is ideal for 

the producƟ on of creaƟ ve work, providing arƟ sts with an inspiring 

workplace and a rouƟ ne free from the stresses of daily life (Banff  

Centre 2013b). 

Cardinal Studio at the Banff  Centre - Douglas Cardinal, 1985 (Banff  Cen-
tre 2013b).



7

An urban example of the arts centre model can be found in To-

ronto at the Daniels Spectrum, formerly known as the Regent Park 

Arts and Cultural Centre. This facility was created as part of the on-

going revitalizaƟ on of Toronto’s Regent Park neighbourhood, previ-

ously one of the city’s poorest and most troubled areas. Spectrum 

houses a theatre, galleries, producƟ on spaces, teaching faciliƟ es, 

and shared offi  ce spaces for small business start-ups. The building 

has a three-Ɵ ered user access system: public spaces open to any-

one, semi-private spaces used by tenant organizaƟ ons and their 

clients, and private spaces for back-of-house operaƟ ons. The pub-

lic elements within the building are expanded to provide breakout 

space and fi lter visitors through to their specifi c desƟ naƟ on. This 

mixed-use facility is an example of the arts centre as a catalyst for 

community development; though it is just one part of a much lar-

ger neighbourhood master plan, Spectrum is a point of pride for all 

residents of Regent Park. Spectrum operates as one building man-

aged by Artscape with mulƟ ple tenants acƟ ng independently, and 

is one of the major features aƩ empƟ ng to draw people into the 

formerly isolated neighbourhood (Toronto Artscape 2013). 

Daniels Spectrum - Diamond SchmiƩ  Architects, 2012 (Diamond SchmiƩ  
Architects 2013).
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Cri  cal Posi  on

The locaƟ ons chosen for arƟ sts retreats oŌ en refl ect a desire for 

isolaƟ on from the stresses of daily life or for some specifi c inspir-

aƟ onal environment. They are located on the outskirts of small 

towns or in idyllic mountain ranges where arƟ sts can disconnect 

from everything and focus on a specifi c project or program. 

The urban arts incubator will create a place where the focused 

atmosphere of a retreat can be achieved without necessitaƟ ng a 

complete disconnecƟ on from the world. The urban arts incubator 

provides a place for arƟ sts to take in and subsequently refl ect the 

urban environment, with all that that entails, in their creaƟ ve work. 

The element of retreat can sƟ ll be achieved by providing spaces for 

residency, allowing arƟ sts to inhabit the building for longer periods 

of Ɵ me and remove themselves from their own daily schedules. 

The selecƟ on of a defi niƟ vely urban site, downtown Toronto, On-

tario, allows inhabitants of the project to draw inspiraƟ on from all 

that the city has to off er: a diverse mulƟ -cultural community, a rich 

and engaging street life, and the impressive and inspiring physical 

surroundings of the city. 

This thesis aims to show how a music-focused facility can fl ourish in 

the urban environment, both enhancing and being enhanced by its 

surroundings. A focus on music in the programming of the arts in-

cubator is advantageous due to the dynamic nature of the art form; 

creaƟ ng, rehearsing, producing, and performing are all necessary 

elements of the process that have vastly diff erent needs in terms of 

exposure/privacy, isolaƟ on/engagement, and surrounding environ-

ment. For a building to truly take advantage of its environment it 
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must be acƟ ve at all scales; it must engage with the individual user, 

with the street, and with the city as a whole. An examinaƟ on of the 

creaƟ ve process of music reveals a similar range of experiences; 

certain elements of the process are enƟ rely private and introspec-

Ɵ ve while others are inherently public and expressive. A building 

developed specifi cally to enhance and enable the creaƟ ve output 

of musicians will inherently be an engaging space across mulƟ ple 

scales and Ɵ meframes.
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P -D

Sound and Space – One Person’s Music is Another’s Noise

Any design created specifi cally focused on the producƟ on and en-

hancement of music needs to deal with issues of sound. This pro-

vides an opportunity for the architect to go beyond the miƟ gaƟ on 

of unwanted noise and to use sound itself to shape experience 

within the building and to create a strong sense of place. To this 

end, I have undertaken a series of studies into the technical aspects 

of sound (reverberaƟ on, transmission) as well as the ways in which 

we experience sound and space. The technical invesƟ gaƟ ons led to 

a series of frameworks that can be applied to the evolving design 

in terms of form and materiality. The main acousƟ c invesƟ gaƟ on 

involved reverberaƟ on Ɵ me (RT60), which is the amount of Ɵ me 

required for acousƟ c refl ecƟ ons to decay beyond 60dB, or become 

eff ecƟ vely inaudible. Architecturally, this is one of the most obvious 

facets of acousƟ c design, as spaces with improper RT60 can be-

come eff ecƟ vely unusable for their stated purpose. For example, 

speech in a room with to high an RT60 will become muddled and 

unintelligible, while chamber music in a low RT60 environment will 

lose much of its lustre and become much less interesƟ ng. Based on 

principles laid out by William Cavanaugh in Architectural AcousƟ cs: 

Principles and PracƟ ce, I developed an RT60 calculator to evaluate 

the acousƟ c performance of spaces based on their proporƟ ons and 

materials (Cavanaugh 2010, p 14). This will allow for the building to 

be tuned throughout the design process to perform in the desired 

manner. 

The experienƟ al invesƟ gaƟ ons focused on the eff ects of noise on 
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producƟ vity, and on the concept of the soundscape as presented 

by R. Murray Schafer in his book The Soundscape: Our Sonic En-

vironment and The Tuning of the World. Schafer describes the 

soundscape (specifi cally the “soundmark”) as the disƟ nct set of 

aural characterisƟ cs that exist in a given place (Schafer 1994, p 10). 

Juhani Pallasmaa provides some context for the importance of the 

soundscape in understanding place in The Eyes of the Skin:  “We 

are not normally aware of the signifi cance of hearing in spaƟ al ex-

perience, although sound oŌ en provides the temporal conƟ nuum 

in which visual impressions are embedded” (Pallasmaa 2005, 49). 

These ideas are furthered through Soundscape, the journal of the 

World Forum for AcousƟ c Ecology; Michelle Duff y and Gordon WaiƩ  

discuss the place-making potenƟ al of sounds. They talk about the 

intangible elements of auditory environments that lead to a univer-

sal understanding of place, and note the potenƟ al for using sound 

in mapping networks between inhabitants of a space and telling 

a story about the passage of Ɵ me (Duff y and WaiƩ  2009, 20-24). 

This informaƟ on becomes useful in the schemaƟ c design of the arts 

incubator as decisions are made about the placement of certain 

program elements in relaƟ on to one another to create an interior 

soundscape. The goal of the design is not to obscure the sounds 

being made within the building but instead to use them as a place-

making tool. The user should know that they are in a music building 

and should be able to get a sense of the acƟ vity within the building, 

while at the same Ɵ me the specifi c funcƟ ons of the building should 

not be interrupted by unwanted noise. Just as the soundscape of a 

city gives clues about specifi c place, the soundscape of the building 

should help the users to orient themselves within the space.
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Program

The fi rst step in determining the program of the building is to exam-

ine the needs of the users, in this case the Toronto music commun-

ity. Rather than focusing on one specifi c user group, the building 

will cater to a range of inhabitants. Music is a dynamic art form; the 

pracƟ ce of it contains some elements that necessitate privacy and 

others that are wasted without an audience. The music-focused 

arts incubator will incorporate spaces for all aspects of the craŌ : 

from composiƟ on to recording and performance with varying levels 

of formality and accessibility. 

Aside from performance spaces and recording faciliƟ es, the build-

ing will incorporate spaces for residency; three apartments ac-

commodate visiƟ ng arƟ sts, each with a private studio and outdoor 

space. As well, space will be provided for a number of long-term 

arts-focused tenants. PotenƟ al users of these spaces include the 

Toronto Music Gallery, an organizaƟ on dedicated to the creaƟ on 

and propagaƟ on of new and world music; a medical clinic catering 

to musicians; and a local music fesƟ val headquarters. Any of these 

organizaƟ ons would benefi t from a dedicated work space in an en-

vironment surrounded by the arts, and would help provide fi nan-

cial support for the building’s programming. As well, these tenants 

would ensure dedicated usage of the building during Ɵ mes when 

performances are not taking place. Lastly, the building will provide 

dedicated rehearsal spaces for resident arƟ sts, tenants, and com-

munity members to pracƟ ce their craŌ , work out new ideas, and 

collaborate with other musicians.
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Site

The thriving arts community and dense urban seƫ  ng of Toronto 

make it an ideal choice as the seƫ  ng for this thesis invesƟ gaƟ on. 

The specifi c locaƟ on on Queen Street between Spadina Avenue 

and University Avenue takes advantage of a currently underuƟ lized 

site in the heart of the entertainment district. Queen Street has 

long been a hub of the arts. Queen West is known for its arƟ sts loŌ s 

and galleries, while Queen East is home to Toronto’s booming fi lm 

industry. The enƟ rety of the street is populated with music venues 

of all types, with the stretch between University and Spadina en-

capsulaƟ ng both the most formal and the most casual (the Four 

Seasons Opera Hall and Horseshoe Tavern respecƟ vely). Also in 

the neighbourhood is Steve’s Music, one of the city’s largest music 

stores, as well as the MuchMusic television headquarters, which 

aƩ racts performers from all over the world and hosts annual street-

closing concert fesƟ vals. 

Sidewalk at Queen Street and Soho Street.
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The site is located at Queen Street and Soho Street in what is cur-

rently a single-level paved parking lot. The surrounding buildings are 

generally two to four-level mixed-use structures with commercial 

enterprises at ground level and residenƟ al above. While many his-

torical brick buildings remain, pockets up and down the street have 

been replaced by more modern storefronts. A good mix of bars, 

restaurants, retail locaƟ ons and service providers surround the site, 

and the locaƟ on is very accessible by public transit or bicycle. The 

sidewalk along Queen Street broadens directly in front of the site 

to a width of 10.5 metres, creaƟ ng a boulevard-like atmosphere. 

Street trees rise to meet the extended awnings of local businesses, 

creaƟ ng a covered and comfortable pedestrian avenue. This space 

is home to a vibrant and dedicated community of vendors and 

street performers who regularly turn the corner into an impromptu 

fesƟ val ground. Directly to the north of the site is a largely residen-

Ɵ al area with a mix of tradiƟ onal two to three-level row houses and 

a series of mid-rise condominiums leading into the Grange Park and 

the Art Gallery of Ontario. To the south of the site is the city’s en-

tertainment district: a mixed-use area full of theatres, commercial 

ventures, government buildings, and an increasingly large amount 

of high-rise residenƟ al. Directly across the street from the site are 

a number of development applicaƟ ons for new high-rise buildings 

set atop podiums.  The site sits on axis with Peter Street/Blue Jays 

Way, home of the Rogers Centre (formerly Skydome) and adjacent 

to the CN Tower. The view from the site is of the disƟ nct Toronto 

skyline looking towards the lake to the south. 



18

Sk
yl

in
e 

as
 se

en
 fr

om
 si

te
.



19

CHAPTER 2: DESIGN

The design of this building takes cues from its predecessors in the 

arts centre model, both urban and remote. The overarching strat-

egy is based in funcƟ on; each space is designed according to its 

specifi c needs, and is expressed explicitly. This leads to a series of 

disƟ nct programmaƟ c fi gures within the ground of the building 

form, which are defi ned by the void space surrounding and sep-

araƟ ng them. This void becomes a space for the public realm to 

inhabit and an object in its own right within the building, similar to 

the boardwalk space at the ACA. 

This connecƟ ve Ɵ ssue brings together disparate formal elements 

into a comprehensive whole, providing breakout space for building 

tenants and allowing glimpses behind the scenes for the uniniƟ -

ated. A central staircase rises through the atrium, defi ned by the 

form of the performance hall and the openings in fl oors above. The 

prominent locaƟ on of the stair frames a viewing area for perform-

ances below, with the broad landing providing a balcony. Stair land-

ings are concrete, becoming literal extensions of the ground plane 

to the building’s upper levels. 

The boardwalk at ACA becomes a space for collaboraƟ on, interacƟ on, 
and acƟ vity (plan from Charles Rose Architects 2013).
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Ground fl oor plan.

1. Gallery
2. Performance Hall
3. Café

1

2

3
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P

Public - Where the Street Ends

Music is (at least in part) a public art form. Whether it is created in 

isolaƟ on or collaboraƟ on, it is typically meant to be performed for 

an audience. Focusing on this aspect of the musical craŌ  leads to 

the resoluƟ on that performance spaces within the arts incubator 

should be as open and inviƟ ng to the public as possible. To this end, 

performance spaces will be located at ground level, easily access-

ible to the public and visible to passers-by. Also to be considered is 

the formality of a given performance. For an example of this one 

must look no further than a block away from the site: the Horse-

shoe Tavern at Queen and Spadina is a concert venue famed for its 

grungy atmosphere and casual environment. At the other end of 

the spectrum is the Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts 

at Queen and University, home to the Canadian Opera Company 

and a hot spot for high-class entertainment. It stands to reason, 

then, that the music-focused arts incubator should include spaces 

for performance both formal and informal. 

The informal performance space provides an opportunity to con-

nect directly to the building’s surroundings; the sidewalk directly in 

front of the site widens to 10 metres, creaƟ ng an impromptu stage 

for buskers and enhancing the creaƟ ve atmosphere of the place. 

A high level of porosity in the ground fl oor of the arts incubator 

allows the creaƟ ve energy of the street to fl ow inward and the ac-

Ɵ vity within to spill out. The south and east walls of this space will 

be glazed with an operable panel system and set on an angle to the 

ground plane to create an unbroken visual connecƟ on. The rough 
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concrete surface of the sidewalk extends into the double-height 

ground fl oor, providing a sense of sameness between outside and 

inside and enhancing the connecƟ on to the street. Aside from host-

ing informal performances this space acts as a gallery for arƟ sƟ c 

installaƟ ons, a marketplace for local vendors, and a gathering hall 

for community events. Taking a cue from the approach to the Dan-

iels Spectrum building, the space will also host a small café along 

the building’s east side at Soho Street, uƟ lizing the glazed wall’s 

porosity to spill out onto a streetside paƟ o and drawing pedestrians 

further into and around the building. This space is demarcated by 

hardwood fl ooring that intersects with the rough concrete and ex-

tends onto the terrace in certain locaƟ ons, enhancing the connec-

Ɵ on between inside and outside.

The formal performance space, while sƟ ll accessible to the public, 

will require more enclosure than the informal space. This space is 

shaped by acousƟ c demands as well as the idea of spectacle that 

comes along with larger-scale performances; this space should be 

a monument to the acƟ vity within, standing out within the build-

ing and drawing people in from the street.  The angled walls of the 

performance hall act to miƟ gate unwanted reverberaƟ on and to 

create a disƟ ncƟ ve form within the arts incubator. The angle of the 

south face of the hall also acts to reinforce the performaƟ ve qual-

iƟ es of the informal venue, providing a backdrop for early acousƟ c 

refl ecƟ ons into the gallery space. This is the building’s major public 

aƩ racƟ on and should stand out as such; casual users should know 

immediately where the performance is going to happen and pass-

ers-by should be drawn in by the prospect of the spectacle within. 
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Material choices for these spaces are driven mainly by technical 

requirements; basic decisions about detailing are based on RT60 

calculaƟ ons for each space. StarƟ ng with a base range for the 

open atrium space (based on concrete construcƟ on and amount 

of glazed surfaces), adjustments can be made to achieve the de-

sired aural qualiƟ es. Stone cladding on the exterior of the perform-

ance hall gives the space a monumental character but creates a 

refl ecƟ ve atmosphere. Adding wooden detailing to the west wall 

brings the RT60 into a more reasonable range, and diff usive surface 

detailing helps to miƟ gate unwanted refl ecƟ ons. This acousƟ c-fo-

cused detailing also creates an aestheƟ c that Ɵ es into the building’s 

purpose. The inside of the performance hall has a base RT60 that 

would render the space unusable but the addiƟ on of a wood wrap-

per around the back wall and ceiling of the hall brings it into a rea-

sonable range. A series of adjustable panels (refl ecƟ ve on one side 

and absorpƟ ve on the other) allow the hall to be tuned to accom-

modate various types of performance and contribute to the unique 

aestheƟ c character of the space. 

Detail of glazed wall with sliding panels.
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Second fl oor plan.

1. Offi  ce
2. Performance Hall
3. Green Room
4. PracƟ ce Room

1

4

3

2
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R

Semi-Public - Behind the Scenes

As with any creaƟ ve art, performance is just the Ɵ p of the iceberg 

in terms of the creaƟ ve process. The public sees only a fracƟ on of 

what the musician actually does, and as such this arts incubator 

will need to provide space for behind-the-scenes acƟ viƟ es. These 

spaces need to be private enough to provide autonomy for users, 

but they also create an opportunity to engage the public and in-

crease interest in and around the building. By off ering a glimpse 

behind the scenes at the processes that go into creaƟ ng a per-

formance, this building allows the diff erent Ɵ ers of user groups to 

interact and enhance each other’s experience of the space. To this 

end, semi-private spaces for tenant organizaƟ ons are placed on the 

second fl oor, elevated above the fully public realm but connected 

visually and aurally by an open atrium. This opening also adds to 

the monumentality of the performance hall by allowing the form to 

be seen more fully from the ground fl oor. Also on the second fl oor 

are the pracƟ ce rooms for community members and building ten-

ants, as well as access to the balcony within the performance hall. 

A second opening in the eastern side of the fl oor connects these 

spaces to the café below. These connecƟ ons create a conƟ nuous 

soundscape within the building that is defi niƟ vely of this specifi c 

place; people within will know that this is a building focused on 

music, and will be able to orient themselves accordingly. 

The seven pracƟ ce rooms sit along the east side of the building look-

ing out over Soho Street and the café terrace below, and are walled 

with a curtain wall system. This gives pedestrians and diners the 
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Detail of secƟ on model showing pracƟ ce rooms in relaƟ on to terrace below and studio above.
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opportunity to glimpse rehearsals without infringing on the privacy 

of those within and allows users to look out at the acƟ vity around 

them and draw inspiraƟ on from the city’s energy. The inner wall 

of the pracƟ ce rooms is glazed but incorporates a louvered screen 

system inside which shuts out most of the view for anyone outside 

and allows for the room’s acousƟ c environment to be tuned. This 

angled surface is a conƟ nuaƟ on of the glazed wall on the ground 

fl oor, creaƟ ng interior spaces that are trapezoidal in both plan and 

secƟ on. This means that each room is a diff erent size, providing op-

portuniƟ es for diff erent groups to uƟ lize the spaces: some rooms 

are suited for no more than two people while others can fi t seven 

or eight. The angled wall also serves to miƟ gate reverberaƟ on and 

acousƟ c refl ecƟ ons within the room to create an environment de-

signed for making sounds. Millwork cabinets bolster acousƟ c isola-

Ɵ on between pracƟ ce rooms, create an absorpƟ ve surface to man-

age high RT60, and serve as instrument and equipment storage. 

Offi  ces take up the southern secƟ on of the second level, provid-

ing spaces for long-term arts-focused organizaƟ ons that are private 

enough for autonomy but close enough to feel connected to the 

surrounding urban fabric. These spaces are for behind-the-scenes 

support work rather than performance or rehearsal, and as such 

the acousƟ c requirements are less severe than elsewhere in the 

building. The form of the spaces is meant to blend in both within 

the building and from the street. Design moves within these spaces 

are derived from the scale of nearby buildings along Queen Street 

and refl ected in plan and elevaƟ on. Offi  ces are separated from the 

public atrium space by a recepƟ on area and designed for fl exibility 

in use as the tenant organizaƟ ons change or grow over Ɵ me. 
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0.00.20.40.60.81.0

Third fl oor plan.

1. Offi  ce
2. Residence
3. Terrace
4. WriƟ ng Room
5. Recording Studio

1

2

3

4

5
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P  

Semi-Private - Broad Horizons

Performance is the method by which music engages the public dir-

ectly, requiring an audience to be there in person. As such it is fi ƫ  ng 

that performance spaces sit on the ground fl oor. However, in-per-

son performances are hardly the only way people appreciate music; 

recordings allow music to accompany listeners anywhere they can 

go. To refl ect this, the arts incubator’s recording space should have 

broader horizons than the rest of the building. Placing this space on 

the east side of the third fl oor allows for the required separaƟ on 

from the public realm and takes advantage of the building’s axis 

with Peter Street to the south to capture a panoramic view of the 

city’s skyline towards the lake. This view is the key feature of the 

large rehearsal and wriƟ ng room within the studio, allowing arƟ sts 

to appreciate the scope of the urban environment and take inspir-

aƟ on from the sublime view of the cityscape. This space doubles 

as a small-scale performance venue accessible by ascending the 

spiraling staircase through the atrium. Material detailing within the 

room exaggerates the view; a series of wooden quadraƟ c diff users 

mounted horizontally on the walls create an appropriate acousƟ c 

atmosphere and direct aƩ enƟ on towards the cityscape. This is a 

literal plaƞ orm for taking in all that the urban environment has to 

off er and refl ecƟ ng it back in the work created in the space. 

Along the east side of the third level are the actual recording 

spaces, built as acousƟ cally isolated boxes within the larger box of 

the building. Glazing in these spaces is minimal, and acousƟ c con-

cerns take precedence in form and detail. In the southwest corner 
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are offi  ce spaces aƩ ached to the studio: rooms for producers, dir-

ectors, technicians and engineers as well as client meeƟ ngs and 

back-of-house requirements. A wedge-shaped roof rising towards 

the south caps the enƟ rety of the recording studio. This serves two 

purposes: one acousƟ c and one aestheƟ c. AcousƟ cally, it creates a 

disparity in ceiling height within each studio space, allowing for a 

slightly diff erent sound environment in each and enabling the in-

clusion of bass traps within the ceiling space to miƟ gate unwanted 

low-frequency resonance. AestheƟ cally, this creates a disƟ nct form 

that diff erenƟ ates the studio from the rest of the building and the 

surrounding city. This studio is an object in its own right and is able 

to be recognized as such. The panoramic window on the south side 

is canƟ levered slightly over the sidewalk, acƟ ng as a beacon to 

people below. 

AcousƟ c design elements, such as this quadraƟ c diff user panel, defi ne 
the aestheƟ c quality of the building and assist in idenƟ fying it as an arts-
focused facility.
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C

Private - The City Sublime

The most private porƟ on of this arts incubator is the space reserved 

for visiƟ ng arƟ sts in residence. Siƫ  ng on the north side of the third 

level, away from the eyes of the public, these three residences 

provide visiƟ ng arƟ sts with a space to retreat from their own daily 

rouƟ nes and focus on a specifi c project or program. Private stu-

dios give residents a dedicated workspace and act as a threshold 

between residences and the open atrium. AcousƟ c consideraƟ ons 

in the residences are less thorough than elsewhere in the build-

ing, but isolaƟ on between units is ensured by use of staggered stud 

wall construcƟ on. Wood fi nishes and detailing inside the spaces 

give them a humane character and relate to the funcƟ onal acous-

Ɵ c detailing found throughout the rest of the building. A rooŌ op 

terrace on the north side of the building creates a contemplaƟ ve 

space where residents can refl ect on the ambient energy of the city 

surrounding them; though not visually connected to the acƟ vity of 

Queen Street, the local soundscape envelops anyone in the area, 

rooƟ ng the building fi rmly in its place in downtown Toronto.
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CHAPTER 3: CONCLUSION

This thesis aims to explore architectural soluƟ ons to the problem 

of lacking support for arƟ sts. Beginning with an examinaƟ on of 

exisƟ ng architectural examples of arts-oriented design, the thesis 

idenƟ fi es strengths and weaknesses of exisƟ ng models and takes 

lessons from both. Elements of retreat and revitalizaƟ on come 

together in the urban arts incubator, leading to the design of a facil-

ity focused on fostering arƟ sƟ c growth within the arƟ st’s own com-

munity. This building is truly a plaƞ orm for arƟ sts to interpret and 

refl ect their urban surroundings. 

The design process is derived from an examinaƟ on  of the building’s 

program and funcƟ on. A focus on music allows for the exploraƟ on 

of the unique architectural requirements of the arƟ sƟ c craŌ ; the 

thesis examines diff erent parts of the musical process and propos-

es a design that enhances both the craŌ  and the surrounding en-

vironment. By designing each element in terms of its relaƟ onship 

to the city as well as its potenƟ al for enabling the arts, this thesis 

creates a set of disƟ nct programmaƟ c fi gures that idenƟ fy it as an 

arts-focused facility. The resulƟ ng design is robust in its aƩ enƟ on 

to fostering arƟ sƟ c development and engages with the city at all 

scales. By enhancing the capability of arƟ sts, the cultural standing 

of the community is raised; this building is a resource for both the 

local arts community and the city of Toronto, acƟ ng as a beacon of 

arƟ sƟ c creaƟ vity within the urban environment. 
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