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Introduction

In September 2008, the Preservation Alliance submitted comments to the Art Commission, Historical Commission and other parties on the idea of a redesign of Dilworth Plaza on the west side of City Hall, based on an informational briefing of the Art Commission by the Center City District (CCD). CCD presented a revised concept plan for Dilworth Plaza at an informational briefing of the City Planning Commission in December 2008. No public comment was taken by the Planning Commission at that meeting.

The Preservation Alliance has only seen the presentation at the City Planning commission and has not received copies of the proposed plans. These comments are based on the presentation to the City Planning Commission and may be revised and modified once there has been an opportunity to review the detailed plans.

This memo begins with comments of the recommendations contained in the Alliances’ letter of September 18, 2008, to the Art Commission, and them comments on specific aspects of the new conceptual plans.

COMMENTS ON SEPT 18 RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The design for Dilworth Plaza should be part of a master plan for Penn Square. The previous comments suggested that a plan for Dilworth Plaza should be part of a comprehensive plan for Penn Square. It was suggested that particular attention be given to the plaza area on the north side of City Hall, which connects directly with Dilworth Plaza. The current plan proposed by CCD once again addresses only Dilworth Plaza and not the entire site, nor does it include the north side of City Hall. A piece-by-piece approach to the City Hall site is not the way to create a distinctive new setting for City Hall. Once again, we urge that a master plan for Penn Square be created of  which  a plan for Dilworth Plaza would be a part and a first phase.

2.   The design for Dilworth Plaza – and other public areas around City Hall — should respect and relate to the historic elements of City Hall.  Previous comments addressed the proposal to place a new structure on the Market Street axis, thereby blocking the continuity of Market Street through City Hall and obscuring the central pavilion of the west façade. The new plan removes the structure from this position and enables the axis of Market Street to remain visually intact. This is a considerable improvement. However, as will be noted below, the location of a design of new structures, combined with landscaping proposals, will make the west façade of City Hall far less visible to the public than it is today. This is an aspect of the proposed design that deserves reconsideration. Moreover, the design does not adhere to the intent of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for adding elements to historic sites and those Standards, by virtue of the Historical Commissions review, should apply (see below).

3. The design of Dilworth Plaza should maintain the two-level system of street and concourse and maintain the design concept of opening up the lower level to light that was one of the key features of the plan for Penn Center. Previous comments noted the historic significance of the two-level system of street and concourse that is a key aspect of the current Dilworth plaza design and urged that a new design make an effort to open up the concourse level even more substantially, in keeping with the historic intent of the Penn Center area plan. The proposed plan does not achieve this. While the stair leading down to the concourse is in a two-level “head house”, the concourse area is entirely underground with no significant expression of a two-level system. This continues to be an opportunity missed and a step backwards from the current Dilworth Plaza design.

4. The design of Dilworth Plaza and the City Hall area should use public art as the principal feature.  Previous comments noted that City Hall was the most prominent example of public art as a defining element of design in a city that is increasingly recognized for its public art. In addition, it was noted that the feature that has made Millennium Park in Chicago such an international success is the use of public art as a defining element of the design. No public art is included in the proposed project let alone used as a defining element of the design. The result (see below) is a design that is barren and sterile rather than rich and exciting. Once again, the Alliance urges that public art be used as a defining element of the design.

5. In the closing paragraph of the September 18th letter the Alliance urged that the Center City District invite the art and design community in Philadelphia to participate in the design process. This has not occurred. The ability to comment on a design presented as a faite a complet to public agencies is not participation in the process. This is a site and project for which even a design competition would be appropriate.

COMMENTS ON THE SPECIFIC DESIGN

The proposed design consists of six elements: 

· An area for a shallow water pool with jets that can be programmed in different ways; 

· A lawn area with tree plantings at the southern end;

· A twenty foot high “head house” covering a stair leading down to the concourse area;

· A matching twenty foot high structure housing a café; and

· A building at north end of the site, whose function is unclear, on axis with the Benjamin Franklin Parkway and with a roof deck sufficiently high to look down the parkway; and

· An underground concourse with a transit information center.

1. Water area and lawn
The water area and lawn take up most of the site and have a very austere and barren character. As previously noted there is no attempt to explore the two-level nature of the site, nor is there any effort to incorporate public art into the design. The water feature seems particularly uninteresting, in spite of its programming characteristic, especially when compared to the similar water feature in Millennium Park. In winter, the concept of a small ice-skating area, at grade level, seems both impractical and undesirable. Presumably if the area is ice it will have to be fenced off to prevent people from accidently waling on it and falling, thereby detracting from the overall design and from City Hall. It is an area too small to be well used for this purpose. 

The lawn area is equally uninteresting. It is too small to be of meaningful character or of any use as a park or sitting area. While a piece of sculpture could be placed on it, that is not as interesting an approach as using public art to lead the design. 

Taken together these two elements dominate the site and create an area that is very plain and contains little of interest to attract people to the site. It is neither an interesting place nor a dignified setting for City Hall. It provides limited opportunity for any time of public gatherings or events, including locations along the 15th Street edge where bleachers are often located for parades. 

2. Two glass structures
Two glass structures are proposed for the western edge of the site. They are the same size and same height in spite of the fact that one is a stairway and the other is described as a café. The programmatic uses suggest that there is no reason for both buildings to be identical in size, shape and design character. This seems to be an architectural decision intended to create a building wall along the west side of the plaza effectively making it impossible to view the plaza or City Hall easily from the public plaza and sidewalk areas west of 15th Street at Centre Square and Penn Center. Taken together with the line of trees along the west edge of the site, the structures and trees will create a visually impenetrable wall, not withstanding the claim that the buildings will be of “totally translucent glass.” The café building will presumably have furnishing in it which alone will make is non-translucent regardless of the character of the glass. Moreover, there is no need for either structure to be 20 feet in height except to create a tall visual barrier along the western edge of the site. The unnecessarily extra wide green roofs only contribute to the degree to which the structures block views of the west façade of city hall.  Moreover, there is no need for two symmetrical buildings in terms of function; once again the only reason for this appears to be to create a walled- in plaza area.

This part of the plan should be redesigned. A stairway entrance should be developed that truly expresses the two-level aspect of the site. The entrance to The Gallery at 9th and Market Streets comes to mind. It should have the appropriate size and character for a stairway and does not need to be enclosed and covered—other stairs to the concourse level in the area are open, including Dilworth Plaza now. If a café is to be included in the plan—and the feasibility of this as a viable business at this location seems doubtful—it should be in a location where it is most likely to succeed and have the size and shape required for its function, which is not likely to be the same as that for a stair. Moreover, it should be unobtrusive as possible, not a building with an unnecessary 20 foot ceiling height. 

3. The building at the north end

The presentation to the Planning Commission showed no illustration of this building, not was it clearly delineated in the plans. It is therefore difficult to comment on it except in concept. The placement of a structure on the parkway axis presents special issues, as does the placement of a structure on the axis of Dilworth Plaza facing the MSB Building, if that is where the proposed structured is sited (it was difficult to tell from the presentation). A building at this location that is tall enough to have a roof deck to look down the parkway will, in combination with that roof deck, be a further obstacle to viewing City Hall from surrounding areas. Furthermore, if it is visible from the parkway looking back towards City Hall it could very well detract from this vista and be in conflict with an unobstructed view corridor from the Art Museum to City Hall. The function of the building was not clear. If it is solely a viewing platform, this seems like an unnecessary intrusion.

A structure at this location also raises the issues previously noted about the relation ship of this plan for Dilworth Plaza to the north side of City Hall. The plan suggests no relationship to the north side of City Hall. As previously noted a new plan for Dilworth Plaza needs to take into consideration its relation to the north plaza of City Hall and contribute to making that area a distinctive civic space as well. 

4. The Underground Concourse
The underground concourse appears to be only slightly different in character from the existing Penn Center Concourse system. While the skylights along the western edge of the concourse ceiling may add some natural light (if they can be kept clean) this is not the same as a true expression of a two-level system. Otherwise the design suggests a cleaner and slightly nicer version of a typical concourse area with transit information and maybe a newsstand. This seems like another opportunity missed.

5. The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards

The Secretary’s Standards are intended to be used in the evaluation of alterations to historic sites listed on the Philadelphia Register and under the review of the Historical Commission. City Hall and its surrounding area is one of the most important historic sites and structures in the city and any alterations to its setting deserve to be evaluated by the intent of the Secretary’s Standards. 

The intent of the Secretary’s Standards is that new additions or alterations to historic resources should not detract from the historic resource by trying to imitate its style, but that they should still be compatible in character and  “compatible with the massing, size, scale and architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment. “ The current design does not comply with these standards.

The current Dilworth Plaza is a masonry design, with a variety of architectural elements—walls, benches, stairs etc. It is compatible to the character of City Hall in its choice of materials and in an architectural expression that has variety, as does the rich architectural expression of City Hall itself. City Hall is a very symmetrical building, both in plan and in the character of its facades. The current Dilworth Plaza design is symmetrical on a north/ south axis, helping to give it a compatible feel to City Hall, as well as bringing the Municipal Services Building into the design. The design of Dilworth Plaza and the location of the Municipal Services Building were part of an overall design concept for this entire area. 

The proposed design’s dominate elements—two 20 foot high structures—uses materials that are certainly different but not in any way compatible with City Hall. The overall design is plan and austere in comparison to the richness of City Hall, and even to the variety of the current Dilworth Plaza design. The elements are not of a scale that is related to the scale of elements on the west façade of City Hall. The plan is asymmetrical in all respects and does not bring the Municipal Services Building into a logical design relationship with Dilworth Plaza.

5. General Comment

Overall the design appears barren and uninteresting. It does not rise to the level of civic excellence that City Hall deserves or that could be achieved by considering the issues previously raised at the Art Commission, including the way in which public art could invigorate the design. The creation of a wall along the western edge of the site by both long tall structures and trees detracts greatly from the visibility of Dilworth Plaza (even more so than now) as well as from the visibility of City Hall from surrounding public plazas and sidewalks. The design does is not consistent with the intent of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards.

An improved design would benefit from participation of the arts and design community. This is public property, the setting of our most important civic building. A new Dilworth Plaza needs to be a symbol of the design excellence that the Nutter administration has advocated and that Philadelphia deserves. The current design and the design process have not achieved these objectives. 
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