
City of Alexandria, Virginia 

MEMORANDUM 

DATE: APRIL 3, 2019 

TO: CHAIR AND MEMBERS OF THE 

BOARD OF ARCHITECTURAL REVIEW 

FROM: HISTORIC PRESERVATION STAFF 

SUBJECT: CONCEPT REVIEW OF 400 GREEN STREET 

BAR # 2019-00067 

I. SUMMARY

The applicant is requesting BAR Concept Review for improvements to the property known as the

Basilica School of St. Mary, consisting of a bridge addition and tower structure connecting the

elementary school with the middle school, as well as an exterior elevator addition facing Green

Street and numerous site improvements.  The applicant has applied for a Permit to

Demolish/Capsulate which will be reviewed separately at this hearing, and an associated

Development Special Use Permit (DSUP #2019-0004) which will be heard by Planning

Commission and City Council in Fall 2019.

The Concept Review Policy was adopted in May 2001 and amended and restated in 2016 

(attached).  Concept Review is an optional, informal process at the beginning of a DSUP 

application process whereby the BAR provides the applicant, staff, the Planning Commission and 

the City Council with comments relating to the overall appropriateness of a project’s height, scale, 

mass and general architectural character.  These comments are not binding on the BAR or the 

applicant.  The Board takes no formal action at the Concept Review stage but will provide 

comments and may endorse the direction of a project’s design by a straw vote.  If the Board 

believes that a building height or mass, or area proposed for construction is not appropriate and 

would not be supported in the future, the applicant and staff should be advised as soon as possible.  

This early step in the development review process is intended to minimize future architectural 

design conflicts between what is shown to the community and City Council during the DSUP 

approval and what the Board later finds architecturally appropriate under the criteria in Chapter 10 

of the Zoning Ordinance and the BAR’s adopted Design Guidelines.  

II. SITE CONTEXT AND HISTORY

The Basilica School of Saint Mary’s (formerly St. Mary’s school) Green Street campus consists

of two buildings and a large open space at the corner of the property.  The main building facing

Green Street operates as an elementary school with a connected gymnasium. The smaller building,

Stephens Hall, is at the rear of the site along South Royal Street and operates as a middle school.
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Both buildings were originally designed in the Colonial Revival style by the Philadelphia 

architecture firm of Gleeson and Mulrooney.   

 

The large site occupies the southwest corner of Green and South Royal streets and is adjacent to 

St. Mary’s cemetery and I-495 to the south (Figure 1).  To the west of the main building and across 

Green Street are residential townhouses and a condominium building, while immediately across 

South Royal Street to the east is a vacant parcel owned by the Federal Government.   The site 

slopes from northwest to southeast.  The asphalt lot at the corner is used during student drop-off 

and pick-up but also functions as a playground during school hours.   

 

 
Figure 1: Existing aerial showing areas of proposed new construction within the red squares 

  

III.  PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT 

The Basilica school site has grown significantly since the mid-20th century and a more cohesive 

campus plan is needed that can better accommodate the students within the buildings while 

mitigating the associated traffic which routinely spills out onto adjacent streets at certain times 

(Figure 2).  The site has developed in a piecemeal fashion for years as enrollment has increased 

and the separate buildings create logistical and safety concerns for the school.   
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Figure 2: Proposed site plan 

New construction 

On the north elevation of the elementary school new construction is limited to the addition of a 

20-foot-tall limestone or cast stone clad elevator tower in the north east corner (Figure 3).  In the

interior of the site there will be minimal new construction around the gymnasium that will not be

visible from the public way.
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Figure 3: Proposed Green Street elevator shown in grey 

A new bridge and tower addition will connect the elementary and middle schools at the upper level 

and an arched vehicular opening below the bridge will allow thru traffic to drop-off students 

(Figure 4).  The bridge/addition will allow for safe interior passage between the two buildings and 

eliminate the current pedestrian/vehicular conflict.  The triangular form of the addition will contain 

approximately 7,000 square feet of floor area, with a flat roof and skylights.  The design of the 

connector addition is intended to reflect and compliment the architecture of the existing buildings, 

utilizing a compatible cast stone or concrete base and red brick to visually tie the buildings 

together.  Likewise, the portion of the addition over the existing one-story wing of Stephens Hall 

wall be clad with a stone veneer to match the existing building.  The windows and detailing are 

intentionally classical to recall the Colonial Revival style main building, consisting of double-

hung, multi-light windows, and a limestone/cast stone cornice and belt courses.  While the street-

facing elevation of the addition will be visible over the open parking lot, the side elevation facing 

the cemetery and the rear of the school will be minimally, if at all, visible.   
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Figure 4: Proposed bridge and tower addition, east elevation  
 

Site improvements 

The site improvements associated with this project are significant and include: 

transportation/access improvements; on-site parking improvements; creation of outdoor play 

space, both dedicated and shared; regrading portions of the site; landscape and hardscape 

improvements, particularly in front of the elementary bundling; and, a cohesive perimeter fence.   

The most visible improvement to the site will be the perimeter fencing and the addition of 

landscaping, which will improve the hard edge of the site, which is today devoid of site landscaping 

and surrounded by a chain link fence (Figure 6).    
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Figure 5: Proposed site rendering 
 

 
Figure 6: Current site condition 
 

IV. STAFF ANALYSIS  

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

project and providing feedback on its height, scale, mass and general architectural character.  The 

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

architectural details, finishes and colors after City Council approval of the DSUP.  At that time, 

the applicant will also seek approval of a Waiver of Vision Clearance for the perimeter fence at 

the corner of Green and South Royal Streets and, if needed, a Waiver of Fence Height.   
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Within the historic districts, the Board utilizes the Design Guidelines to determine if a potential 

new building would be compatible with nearby buildings of historic merit.  The Guidelines do not 

mandate the use of historic styles for new construction.  Specifically, the Design Guidelines for 

commercial additions state: “As a general rule, the stylistic characteristics of additions to 

commercial buildings should reflect the historical architectural styles found within the historic 

districts.: and “…it is the strong preference of the Boards that architectural elements of particular 

styles not be mixed and matched on the same addition.”  “As a general rule, the Boards favor 

contextual background buildings which allow historic structures to maintain the primary visual 

importance.  Singular building in the latest architectural vocabulary are generally discouraged.”  

(Additions to Commercial Buildings – Page 2)    

Staff finds the proposed new construction to be generally in keeping with the scale and character 

of the existing campus, and compatible with the overall residential character of this part of the 

historic district.  Based on the BAR’s 1749-1934 period of architectural significance for the 

OHAD, there are no nearby buildings of historic merit, as this portion of the city did not begin to 

develop until the mid-1930s and, even by 1941, the subject property and many surrounding blocks 

were still vacant (Figure 7).   

Figure 72: 1941 Sanborn map 
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Staff has met with the applicant several times and initially suggested a more overt architectural 

differentiation between the historic school buildings and the new construction, such as a light and 

transparent glass and steel truss bridge.  However, this alternative was rejected by the applicant 

and staff agreed it was too starkly foreign to be compatible with the architecture of the existing red 

brick campus.  Therefore, a more deferential hyphen was proposed that utilized the same 

architectural vocabulary as the existing building and a number of alternatives were studied, some 

with taller towers to signify the student drop-off entrance from a distance and some with smaller 

arched openings below the bridge that were a more human scale.   

 

As a result of those early discussions, the tower feature has become more deferential to the front 

cupola on Green Street and the arched vehicular opening has been restudied to be as narrow as 

possible which still achieving access to the interior of the site, providing visibility and safety for 

the students.  The applicant has consistently stressed their desire for a more traditional design 

vocabulary in keeping with the existing architecture and staff is in general support.  As the DSUP 

process progresses, staff will continue to work with the applicant on refining the traditional details 

of the elevator and bridge additions as discussed below.   

 

The elevator addition on Green Street elevation, though set back significantly from the street, 

appears to have a relatively high degree of design detail that, in the opinion of staff, draws 

unnecessary attention to this utilitarian feature.  Staff would prefer that the design of this addition 

be secondary to the main façade, which can be achieved using different materials or more subtle 

detailing.   

 

Likewise, staff believes that the overall form of the bridge addition is compatible with the two 

adjacent buildings, but the design details need additional study and some proportions may benefit 

from subtle adjustment.  Staff understands that the applicant is replicating design details found on 

the elementary school building; however, some of the proportions are awkward and some of the 

detailing may be too high style for the addition.  One example is the prominent cornice on the 

addition and the abutting windows, which appear pinched.  Although minimally visible from a 

public way, staff recommends that the applicant also study the fenestration on the rear (west) 

elevation of the bridge addition to provide more proportional amount of glazing to the other 

elevations.  These and any other comments from the BAR or the community at the hearing will be 

addressed during the Certificate of Appropriateness phase. 

 

V.  STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the BAR endorse the height, scale, mass and general architectural character 

of the proposed project and encourages the applicant to continue to work on the design details of 

the elevator and bridge addition. Staff also looks forward to seeing details of the perimeter fence, 

since this will likely be the most visible part of the campus improvement project. 

 

Next Steps 

It is anticipated that the DSUP for the project will be reviewed by Planning Commission and City 

Council in Fall 2019. The applicant should continue to work with both BAR and Development 

staff to refine the architectural details and return to the BAR following City Council approval of 

the project. 
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STAFF 

Henry Hollander, Planning and Zoning 

Stephanie Sample, Acting Principal Planner, Planning & Zoning 

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

 

 

VI. ATTACHMENTS 

1 – Application for 400 Green Street Concept Review 
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