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Finding Space to Create in Pricey D.C.

Courteyof Bora Chung
Aaron Martin (left), Brandon Moses (middle) and Michael Andrew Harris (right) practice ir. Gold Leaf Studios.

Brandon Moses and Michael Andrew Harris, members of the band Laughing Man, met up at their
studio space in a worn warchouse on a recent Thursday evening. Moses strummed his guitar and sang

into the mic. Aaron Martin, who shares the studio with the band, joined in on his saxophone for an
impromptu jam session.

Seemingly neglected, the vacant warehouse has been repurposed for just this sort of activity — for artists

to create without concern of disturbing neighbors. Harris rapidly hit his snare drum without constraint.
The music went through open window and spilled onto the Mt. Vernon street below.

But through that window, you could see the new high rises across the street, a sign of D.C.’s healthy real
estate market. And soon, the warehouse — home to Gold Leaf Studios — will be replaced with a $57

million, 11-story mixed-used complex. About 30 artists who work out of 11 Gold Leaf studios will
have to vacate by January 2012.
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“Obviously they’re going to make a lot more money,” Harris, 31, said. “We're just artists paying a couple
of hundred dollars for the space.”

“It’s really bad for the synergy of the creative process,” Luke Stewart, 24, another band member, later said
of having to move. “It puts momentum on hold in terms of what we’re working on.”

Gold Leaf Studios at 443 I St. NW has hosted artists since 1998, where they've come to create and
hold events. Tenants include musicians, fashion designers and visual artists. Moses, 27, described it as “a
safe space,” “a community center of sorts,” where artists of all stripes gather to create.

“Seeing other artists’ work inspires you to intensify to some degree, or it gives you some insight into
yourself and your own artistic process,” Moses said.

Elahe Izadi/ DCentric ' permalink |

Gold Leaf Studios is located at 443 | St. NW.

The studios were never intended to be permanent. Manager/ self—proélaimed building “guru” Mike
Abrams, who is also a sculptor and photographer, needed studio space. He asked the owners years ago if
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he could build simple studio spaces inside of the vacant warehouse and charge artists modest rents.
“I didn’t expect 1t to last more than 5 years,” Abrams said

Equity Residential bought the space and an adjoining lot 1n spring 2011, signaling the end of Gold
Leaf. The developer plans to build 162 apartments on the site.

For some, an alternative

Artists have to contend with D.C.’s increasingly expensive rents as they search for both living and
working space JR Russ, a dancer, actor and arts manager, said he wasn'’t able to afford D C. rents after he
graduated the University of Maryland in 2006. So he moved in with his parents in Southwest as he

pursued an arts-related career.
“Anything you do that’s not relevant takes away energy,” he said.

Then Russ got lucky — he was accepted into the Brookland Artscape Lofts, at 3305 8th Street
N.E., a new $13 million, 41-unit artist-housing building offering below-market leases to artists who make
between $25,866 and $43,500. A two-bedroom rents for about $1,200. The building is the result of a
partnership between nonprofit developer ArtSpace and Dance Place, and the project recerved a mix
of federal and local grant money.

“There has to be a lot of solutions, but this is a very good solution,” Deborah Riley, co-director of Dance
Place said. “These particular apartments are quite a bit bigger than market rate apartments, so you get a
lot more room. They’re designed to have your work right there in your apartment. so you don’t have to
rent another space.”

Russ, who also works as a teacher, can choreograph and hold rehearsals in his large, two-bedroom unit or
in the building’s studio while not having to stress about paying rent. But there isn’t room for any more
artists at the moment — the building is at capacity.

Faced with a challenge? Get creative.

Musicians have an added challenge: noise

complaints. Harris noted a studio space he “I feel like there’s Something
once had near Eastern Market, in a 1 d b h

neighborhood that became more populated €arned about how to create
and more expensive. community here that you
“When people move into a certain can’t take aw ay from the
neighborhood and pay a lot of money for a pe opl e Of G 01 d Le a{:. ”n _

space, they don’t want to hear bands playing

at 9, 10 o’clock at mght,” Harns said. “And Brandon Moses

that was always the good thing about Gold
Leaf. You could play 24 hours a day and it was
so big and there was nothing around and no one to complain. And it’s very hard to find that in the
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District.”

Despite such difficulties, Laughing Man plans to stay in the District even after January. D.C.’s high
property values has “dramatically affected the potential creative output of this area, but I feel good about
the future,” Moses said. “I feel like there’s something learned about how to create community here that

you can’t take away from the people of Gold Leaf.”

Abrams also wants to open more Gold Leaf-like studios in D.C. Ideally, he’d like a developer to make
permanent room for artists in building plans, but in the meantime, he’s looking for another vacant space
to temporarily use. Abrams dismisses the notion that such spaces are nonexistent :n the city.

“A person has to be very motivated to kind of look in the nooks and crannies,” he said. “There’s a limited
building stock, so sure, it’ll be more difficult. But I feel like if you want something badly enough, you're

going to make it work.”
Spoken like a true artist.
Photos courtesy of Bora Chung.
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