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November 7, 2008

Hon. Robert B. Tierney 

Chair

Landmarks Preservation Commission

Municipal Building, Ninth floor

One Center Street

New York, NY 10007

Re: 515-521 West 26th Street

Dear Chair Tierney:

Manhattan Community Board 4 is writing about the application for a Certificate of Appropriateness for rooftop additions at 515-521 West 26th Street in the West Chelsea Historic District. The Board considers the proposed additions to be inappropriate because they would be highly visible from the public way, including the High Line, and because their materials and design would diminish the existing industrial character of the historic district.

The applicant for 515-521 West 26th Street proposes to erect one-story glass curtain-wall additions intended for occupation by art galleries on the rooftops of the three sections of the property: the easternmost three-story section (513 W. 26th St. on Sanborn maps and the Designation Report), the middle six-story section (515-519 W. 26th  St.) and the western nine-story section (521 W. 26th St.). The detailed presentation booklet distributed at the meeting of the Landmarks Committee and cited with page number references in this letter makes it clear that the proposed one-story additions on the three buildings in the complex will be visible at least in part from a number of points on streets to the south, north, and most prominently from the east side of Tenth Avenue near 26th Street (cf. esp. page L1.3). From this last viewpoint, apparently the favored one, the new additions will form an elaborate pattern above the existing buildings. There will also be significant changes to the rear of 513 and 515-519, but these appear to be minimally visible because of the proximity of the building behind them, which is separated only by a narrow rear yard (cf. page L3.1). 

Although the presentation booklet available to the Board does not make the visibility of the additions from the public walkway now being constructed on the High Line completely clear, the additions will be at least partially between a point on the high Line somewhat south of 26th Street and a point somewhat north of the subject buildings. This visibility will be permanent since it will be all but impossible to build between these buildings and the High Line because of the open corridor prescribed by the West Chelsea Rezoning (shown on pages L3.0 and L3.1) and further because the main development rights from the parking lot to the east located partially underneath the High Line have already been sold under the provisions of this rezoning. The proposed eastern wall of the complex facing the High Line at a distance of less than 30 feet will apparently be of vertical metal-panels topped by some 15 feet of glass on the rooftop addition. This startlingly unhistoric and inappropriate treatment of the existing lot-line wall close to the High Line is shown only on the proposed east elevation on page L3.2, and is not reflected in the other presentation drawings.

Rooftop additions on these buildings cannot be made invisible, and the architect clearly accepted this fact and decided to create a contemporary design that he saw as in some sense parallel to the modern design for the park walkway currently being built within the historic structure of the High Line. For this purpose the buildings shown on page L1.4 were chosen as appropriate reference points for the character of the environment close to the High Line.  These low rectangular structures built not long ago for such interim purposes as garages in the blocks to the south of the Historic District after the collapse of shipping do not represent the historic past or the all-but-certain future; in fact part of the purpose of designating the West Chelsea Historic District was to preserve some of the handsome brick and reinforced-concrete industrial and warehouse buildings that formed the historic context of the High Line and other railroad transportation in the area. Rooftop additions with glass curtain walls as well as metal-panel side walls are fundamentally inconsistent with the industrial character of the historic district. 

It is doubtful that art galleries, the future tenants these additions are planned for, actually seek out the large glass curtain walls and the striking views that the architect stated were a special attraction of the additions. The Board has noticed that galleries often do not take advantage of large windows even where they are present and typically prefer to establish their own environment focusing on the art exhibited. Some large windows in the existing spaces occupied by galleries in the buildings on this site were blocked off by large shades on a recent Saturday.

The proposed additions are not only inappropriate in materials, but the setback rooftop structures proposed are also all but unknown on the largely blocky industrial buildings of the district. The shapes of the additions proposed on the taller buildings, 519 and 521, have setbacks apparently intended to reflect the envelope of the M1-5 zoning mapped on the block. This envelope, however, is modified in this location by the complex zoning requirements of the Special West Chelsea District, which were designed among other purposes to require appropriate streetwalls. In Article IX, Chapter 5 of the Zoning Resolution, which contains the zoning text for this Special District, ZR 98-423, and its associated table, establish in M1-5 zoning districts within the Special West Chelsea District a 50-foot Minimum Base Height, a 95-foot Maximum Base Height, and a 135-foot Maximum Building Height (cf. table attached). 

Thus the front setback at about 45 feet of the prominent proposed addition on the three-story eastern building at 513 W. 26th St. and visible from the High Line is not in compliance with the zoning (cf. page L3.0). A one-story complying addition without a front setback on this building would in fact reflect the typical street-wall condition of the Historic District; and further a one-story addition without front setback would be both complying and appropriate on the middle building at 519 West given the 95-foot  Maximum Base Height (cf. page L 3.0). The less widely visible rear setbacks are not modified in the Special District but should be close to the minimum allowed by zoning. The proposal as presented requires basic restudy. The materials should be visually consistent with the brick or reinforced concrete of the historic buildings. Glass and windows should be based on historic precedents. Indeed, the existing buildings would be more appropriate and handsome if the continuing removal of existing historic window dividers that is grandfathered under a previous permit were to cease and the present situation used as a base for new windows in this complex. The shapes and locations of additions should be modified to fit the historic building form as far as is possible within the requirements of the governing zoning.
Sincerely, 
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Jean-Daniel Noland




Edward Kirkland

Chair, Manhattan Community Board 4


Chair, Landmarks Task Force

c.c.

Applicant
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