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The Glass Curtain Architecture of Bellevue Washington




Straddling Lake Washington and connected to urban Seattle by two floating bridges, Bellevue is considered an Eastside boomburb (booming suburb). The contemporary city features a clustered downtown concentration of high-rise glass skinned office and commercial structures. Bellevue, which translates into beautiful view in French, is a 37-square mile community with a population of 144,000. The cornerstone development is the Bellevue Square shopping center. Enlargement has expanded significantly beginning with the 1990s technology industry expansion.




The distinction between skyscrapers and multi-level constructions remains based on height. The term skyscraper refers to buildings exceeding 40 stories and 500 feet (150+ meters). Prominent skyscrapers have been described as pillars that connect earth to the heavens.




Bellevue’s current trajectory and ambitions are more modestly scaled. 




The origin of high-rise constructions date back to ancient Rome. Living spaces sometimes reached the equivalent of ten story structures, approximately 80 feet (25 meters). The lower floors generally accommodated merchants, shops and wealthy families. The upper floors were reserved for the lower classes, principally due to the inconveniences of mounting staircases on foot.




During the Medieval era, urban centers often featured larger numbers of high-rise constructions predominantly for defense and demonstrations of wealth. The most distinctive rose up to 300 feet (90 meters). 17th century Edinburgh was a renowned example of coordinated and advanced functional high-rise buildings. 




With the invention of the elevator in the mid-19th century, multi-storied residential and commercial applications became more prevalent and practical. Building elevations rose towards the conclusion of the century. 




A fundamental shift in structural emphasis began. Masonry based walls supporting the weight of structures were replaced by steel spined framing. The load-bearing hollow cylinders supported wall curtains. They proved more resistant to lateral factors such as strong prevailing winds and earthquakes. This construction technique more evenly distributed weight and better accommodated the heavy forces of gravity.




During the 20th century, high-rise constructions were designed even more slender. This innovation enabled less wind exposure and theoretically transmitted more interior daylight. Wind has proven a more poignant stress factor than seismic concerns. A catastrophic earthquake may radically alter that perception one day.




Wind speeds increase proportionately based on their distance from the ground. Energy 

consumption costs rise for the higher exposed floor levels creating insulation and CO2 emissions challenges. Glass reflects a significant portion of sunlight, keeping building interiors cooler, often minimizing exorbitant air-conditioning costs. Tinting enables adequate filtered lighting for adjacent window areas, but often leaves core interior spaces darker resulting in higher lighting demands.




Despite the attractiveness of reflective glass panes, their widespread prevalence has cultivated critics within the design industry. Many outspoken detractors have dismissed them as monotonous and archaic. Their criticism is directed pointedly towards some of the undesirable realities imposed by reflective glass as an exterior skin. 




The traditional considerations for employing glass have included economics, ease and speed of installation and weight factors. Glass is one-twelfth the weight of brick. Unlike masonry, maintenance may ultimately prove the most imposing challenge. Many early styles of paneling are only guaranteed with 25-year lifespans.




Falling and detached panes, particularly amidst natural disasters pose ongoing threats. Ample research and precedent data for evaluation is often lacking but will influence the level of future usage advisability.




The expense for replacement of fatigued panels can be exorbitant. International urban centers such as Shanghai have placed moratoriums for new constructions intending to employ reflective glass skins. Added to that, privacy issues due to the visibility of window exposure and heat and light reflection onto other properties have raised concerns and scrutiny. 




Aesthetically, glass by its inherent nature poses unique display dilemmas. Pillowing is an effect where separate glass panels appear warped or even pillow-like instead of smooth and uniform. Glimmering is another effect of mirrored glass projecting twisted light shapes and images.




Proponents of glass-sheathed walls cite fresh innovations in glass composition featuring less tinting will minimize concerns. Many architects are downsizing the spatial surface areas employed in exterior design. They are integrating smaller components of glass into mixed-use combinations of stone, brick and metals. 




Economics, engineering and construction management remain essential elements to preserving an equilibrium between beauty and practicality. Significantly sized glass curtains may ultimately be de-emphasized with shifting building design preferences, particularly in moderately scaled suburban backdrops.




In Bellevue, the sleek and gleaming reflective glass curtains still reign. The future and composition of Bellevue’s skyline will undoubtedly mirror the fortunes and ambitions of advanced high technology.
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Elements Apartment Complex

The Elements Apartment complex is comprised of three remarkable aesthetically pleasing and unconventional steel and glass high-rise structures. The 26-story Building 989 became Bellevue’s first rental apartment high-rise completed in 2006 featuring 166 units. Two subsequent additions included the mid-rise triangular tiered 13-story Building 909 (274 units) finished in 2008 and the 22-story 958 Elements Tower (124 Units) opening the following year. The latter two projects are also known as Elements Too.




The Su Development Corporation financed the development. The architect of record was the firm of CollinsWoerman based in Seattle. The company worked intimately with the Bellevue based Cutler Anderson architecture team headed by James Cutler and Pat Munter for the design on Elements Too. The three distinctively shaped structures resemble a perspective of an upwardly positioned arc stretching towards the sky.
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Suburban architecture projects dominated the focus of Puget Sound’s architects post-World War II. The construction of the initial bridge across Lake Washington in 1939 radically changed Bellevue from merely being a farming community into a residential suburb directly linked with Seattle.
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In 1940, Bellevue had only a population of 5,000 residents. That figure would only modestly increase to 6,000 by the end of the war. Population increases continued gradually throughout the 1950s. In the 1960 census, the population had reached 13,000. The 1960s witnessed a population expansion that by 1970 had increased the level to 61,000 residents. The emergence of the tech industry had a profound growth effect upon the city. In 1990, the population increased to 98,000 swelling to 152,000 by 2020. The city is currently ranked the 178th largest in the United States. City projections envision a 25% growth rate over the next twenty years. 




Bellevue was officially incorporated in 1953. In 1963, the Evergreen Point Bridge opened across Lake Washington becoming a second commuter option. The positioning solidified Bellevue’s central hub status from Seattle into the Eastside suburbs. Essentially a bedroom community, Bellevue evolved into a major commercial center.
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