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I. BACKGROUND 

 

This is the third informal work session for the proposed King Street Gateway project at 1604-

1614 King Street.  At the first meeting on May 15, 2014, the Board supported the height, scale 

and mass of the proposed project, but found that the architectural character of the residential 

building was not sufficiently developed.  At the second meeting on December 21, 2016, the 

majority of the Board reaffirmed their support for the height, scale and mass of the project, but 

asked for further refinements of the architectural character of the proposed building, although 

most Board members did agree that this particular location was appropriate for a more 

contemporary building.   

 

In order to provide the applicant with sufficient feedback to move forward, the Chair took a 

number of informal polls in order to receive individual Board member feedback.  Regarding 

height, scale and mass, five members were in support with one undecided and one against.  All 

members thought that the King Street elevation warranted further study and there was discussion 

about the variety of architectural styles in Old Town and the mixed quality of nearby 20th century 

buildings in this particular area of upper King Street.  The majority of the Board supported the 

design concept of a simple and clean glass building that would dematerialize and blend in with 

the sky but that what was presented did not yet accomplish that.  It was noted that because of the 

location on upper King Street near larger contemporary buildings and because the project would 

be set back behind the existing townhouses, this was a location for a more adventurous design, 

even for a background building, provided that the design was less frenzied.  Four of the board 

members favored the following design direction: quieter/calmer approach with a more formal 

composition (less random/disorganized, but some amount of whimsy would be appropriate) with 

glass as a predominant building material and masonry at the lower part, though one noted that 

the proposal had too much glass.  Two of the board members favored the glass building with an 

organic/irregular design approach to add randomness and individuality.  Two nearby property 

owners spoke at the meeting about their concern about the height of the building and that the 

contemporary architectural style did not relate to the townhouses on this site or the historic 

residential buildings in the immediate area.  

 

With respect to the potential demolition of the townhouse at 1614 King Street, at least three 

members supported the deconstruction and reconstruction of the second floor of the townhouse 

in order to maintain the historic streetscape.  Other members felt that alternatives to the 

demolition should continue to be explored, noting that the approach for this component might 

evolve as the overall project design progresses.  Therefore, the BAR decided to defer direction 

on the end townhouse to allow for continued study.   

 

II.  SUMMARY 

 

As a reminder, the BAR’s purview in this concept review work session is limited to providing 

guidance to the Planning Commission and City Council on the height, scale, mass and general 

architectural character of the overall project under the BAR’s Concept Review Policy.  The 

applicant will ultimately return to the BAR for approval of a Certificate of Appropriateness for 

architectural details, materials and finishes for this project and for the associated Permit to 

Demolish after approval of the DSUP.   
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At the last meeting the applicant provided three alternatives for the treatment of the westernmost 

townhouse at 1614 King Street, ranging from full demolition to the retention, or reconstruction, 

of approximately half of the second floor of the townhouse.  The current project description does 

not specify a preferred treatment for this townhouse, although the submitted materials show the 

retention and/or reconstruction of the second floor with a delicate iron gateway framing the 

pedestrian entrance to the residential building in the rear.  The Board can expect to see the 

applicant’s full proposal for the demolition and/or reconstruction of the second floor when the 

applicant returns for final approval of a Certificate of Appropriateness and Permit to Demolish.   

 

Since the last information session, the applicant has held two meetings with the Upper King 

Street Neighborhood Association and the association is expected to separately submit written 

comments to the BAR prior to the hearing.   

 

III.  PROPOSAL 

While the height, scale and mass of the project have remained nearly identical with each iteration 

of the project, the architect has continued to revise the architectural elevations of the building, 

and has produced an Option A (Figures 1 and 3) and Option B (Figures 2 and 4) for the Board to 

consider.  The previous King Street elevation shown to the Board in December 2016 is provided 

below for reference (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 1: Current King Street elevation, Option A, showing the historic townhouses in foreground 
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Figure 2: Current King Street elevation, Option B, showing the historic townhouses in foreground 

 

  
Figure 3: Option A, King Street elevation      Figure 4: Option B, King Street elevation 

 

 

The proposed new building elevations feature two major changes: the addition of two additional 

cladding materials (precast concrete and stacked stone) and a new multi-light window typology.  

The first two stories are clad with a stacked stone “base”, topped by four floors of brick pilasters 

and horizontal bands, a top defined by more delicate precast concrete framing. The amount of 

wall cladding gets progressively lighter and thinner as the building rises, giving the impression 

of a heavier base and a more transparent top.  The only obvious difference between Option A and 

Option B is the width of the alternating projecting glass balconies, which remain relatively 

unchanged from the previous proposal except that they are more formally organized and less 

random.    

 

The side and rear elevations of the building utilize the same proposed materials and design 

scheme, with no projecting balconies on the side elevations.                                                                                                  
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Figure 5: King Street building elevation, December 2016 
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Figure 6: King Street perspective, December 2016 

IV. ANALYSIS 

 

Following the last BAR hearing and the subsequent meetings with the Upper King Street 

Neighborhood Association, one of which was attended by BAR staff, staff had hoped that the 

building would move in a design direction that could be enthusiastically supported at this third 

information work session. Unfortunately, the architectural character of the building now appears 

to be even less compatible with the surrounding neighborhood.  Staff has identified three primary 

areas of concern: 

 

Windows 

 

One of the features that staff, as well as some Board members, praised at the last meeting was the 

amount of glazing on the building.  The latest elevations now show primarily horizontal-light 

windows where previously here were large glass areas with no mullions or muntins, giving the 

building a cleaner, lighter, and more transparent appearance.  Staff understands that the applicant 

was encouraged by the neighbors to look at a warehouse style window.  However, the horizontal 

mullion pattern does not seem to relate to anything on the building, except perhaps the horizontal 

glass balconies, and may not reflect actual conditions once doors, ventilation and structural 

elements are imposed on the wall system. 

 

Materials  

 

The applicant has indicated that they have looked to some of the more iconic Alexandria 

buildings for inspiration, including the early warehouse buildings near King and Union streets.  

While the use of gneiss fieldstone on the first two floors reflects this early building type in 

Alexandria, it is out of context on upper King Street, though it will be largely screened from 

view from King Street.  Further, the use of precast concrete, while quite common on new 

construction and plainly visible in the King Street Metro neighborhood, only helps to draw more 

attention to the top of the building an area where the applicant previously stated that they wanted 

to visually minimize the height of the building to allow the top floors to dematerialize into the 

sky.    

 

Irregularity 

 

Staff supports the use of brick on the middle portion of the building to visually tie the building to 

its surroundings.  However, the areas of brick that will be visible in perspective above the King 

Street townhouses is very limited, making the precast concrete and glass the most visible 

materials on the building.  Likewise, although the projecting balconies have been somewhat 

regularized in the current plan, the use of precast concrete piers and the lack of balconies on the 

top two floors still create an irregular appearance on King Street that stands in stark contrast to 

nearby buildings.  Staff freely acknowledges that there are no large buildings of historic merit 

nearby in this portion of the historic district to reference - -the nearest being, perhaps, the Art 

Deco styled Coca Cola building at 1500 King.  In addition, BAR staff has much less concern 

about the Dechantal Street (south) elevation because it is effectively an alley that is used very 

little by the general public.  The east and west sides of the building will be minimally if at all 
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visible from the public way.  Therefore, staff’s primary concern is the way the top two floors 

meet the sky on the north side of the building and its relationship to the townhouses on this 

project and on Harvard Street. 

 

There are many ways to approach or design a building that makes for a successful project, and 

the BAR’s Design Guidelines do not dictate the use of any particular architectural style.  Given 

the location of the residential building, set back 75’ from the front property line and 60’ from the 

front façade of the King Street townhouses, the applicant has the opportunity to be more creative 

and contemporary than they might be the case if the building were fronting immediately on King 

Street.  However, it must still be beautiful and this building is not yet there.  The BAR’s Design 

Guidelines state that: 

 

“As a general rule, the Boards favor contextual background buildings which allow 

historic structures to maintain the primary visual importance.  Singular buildings 

in the latest architectural vocabulary are generally discouraged.  It is not the 

intention of the Boards to dilute design creativity in new commercial buildings.  

Rather, the Boards seek to promote compatible development that is, at once, both 

responsive to the needs and tastes of the late 20th century while being compatible 

with the historic character of the districts.” (New Commercial Construction, p.2) 

 

The BAR found during the recent reviews of the new buildings on the waterfront that it was 

easier to make a building compatible with the neighborhood if it recalled some features of nearby 

buildings of historic merit -- in a fresh and contemporary way.  As noted previously, staff 

supports the appropriate use of the modern glass storefront system, and does not suggest a 

massive brick building with small punched windows at this site, but strongly encourages the 

applicant to explore a more formal and regular façade so as to better relate to the uniform rhythm 

of the fenestration of historic buildings throughout the historic districts.  With the comments 

provided above, staff looks forward to continuing to work with the applicant on the design of the 

proposed project.  

 
 

V.    STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Staff recommends that the Board defer the concept design for the proposed development so that 

the applicant can continue to refine the architectural character of the multi-story residential 

building.   

 

 

STAFF 

Stephanie Sample, Historic Preservation Planner, Planning & Zoning 

Al Cox, FAIA, Historic Preservation Manager, Planning & Zoning 

 

 

VI.        ATTACHMENTS 

 

1 –2/15/17 application materials for 1604-1614 King Street Concept Review 
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