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MEMORANDUM
DATE: 19 February 2022
TO: Neil Cronin, Chief Planner

Shubee Sikka, Urban Designer, Planning & Development Department
Katie Whewell, Senior Planner

FROM: Michael A. Wang, AIA, LEED AP BD+C, Form + Place, Inc.
John M. Rufo, AIA, Form + Place, Inc.

RE: Riverside Station Schematic Design Consistency Review — Buildings 7, 8, 9 & 10

The following memorandum is intended to provide a high-level commentary on the “consistency” of the
Schematic Design packages for Buildings 7-10 at Riverside Station when measured against the
architectural plan set entitled “Riverside Master Plan,” dated August 5, 2021, and included as part of
Exhibit A in the Recorded Council Order.

In addition, we will offer feedback on the evolution of the exterior design of each building and its
potential “consistency” with the Riverside Station Development Design Guidelines, dated August 2021.
Compliance with the Design Guidelines will ultimately be judged upon submission of a Design
Development package, which will include completion of the Evaluation Template.

The Schematic Design packages being utilized for this review are Cube 3’s SD Drawings Sets, dated
February 9, 2022, for Buildings 7, 8, 9 and 10.

For the purpose of this review, it is assumed that the tower elements associated with the central garage
are an integral part of the Building 9 and 10 facades, and are rendered to reflect their proposed design.

BUILDING 7

GENERAL COMMENTS

e The number of stories [5] is consistent with the approved Special Permit drawings; An exact
height calculation, allowing for a direct comparison, has not been provided.

e The building section from the Special Permit set showed a setback at the top floor; This appears
consistent with the top level of the western-most portion of the south-facing [North Square]
facade in the SD package.

e Atotal square footage calculation, comparing the SD design to the Special Permit design, has
not been provided. The footprint includes de minimis adjustments - the most notable change
being in the “T” entry area where a step-back previously shown at the northwest corner has
been eliminated.

e (Clarification of the loading and service interface would be helpful.
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DESIGN GUIDELINES COMMENTS
Buildings and Urban Design

Building 7’s south elevation fronting on the Square is still composed of three distinct sections,
per the proponent’s proposed demise lines. This helps the facade play a role as a “vista
termination” at the head of Main Street. The main entry is in the central section of the facade
reinforcing its prominence.

The Grove Street frontage is less successful in presenting a “welcoming” facade at this important
project edge. The base of the building on this east facade seems in need of a higher level of
articulation; The retail storefront turning the corner is helpful; The trash room presents some
challenges, but this can probably be finessed by creating more of a sense of a base and by
upgrading the materials.

The north elevation facing the “T” station should offer a pedestrian-friendly environment at the
building’s base; The Design Guidelines call for the lower level on the north fagade [facing the
“T”] to be treated as a primary fagade.

The Building-Street interface seems well intentioned on the south facade fronting the square,
and storefront wraps the corner to the west at the “T” entry area; The entire western facade of
Building 7 will likely need refinement once the interface with the “T” entry is clarified.

The Special Permit renderings showed a significant “Riverside T” canopy announcing the
connection to the station; This is no longer represented in the current renderings and, assuming
that this will return as the connectivity with the “T” becomes better defined, the pedestrian-
friendly quality of this area and associated impacts on Buildings 7 & 8 will need further study.

Buildings and Architectural Design

Building 7 clearly makes an effort to incorporate a base, middle and top. The extensive use of
retail storefronts and canopies at the base of the south fagade provide a well-articulated
pedestrian environment. The step-back and material adjustments at the upper floor help create
a sense of “top.” These treatments tie together what are otherwise three distinctly demised
sections of the building.

The ground plane has a significant commercial presence which should help activate the northern
edge of North Square; The areas of wider sidewalk at the east and west ends of the building
should work well in conjunction with the retail lease spaces.
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Changes in parapet height and materials, the visual grouping of different window types and the
vertical alignment of balconies, all contribute to addressing facade articulation criteria outlined
in the Design Guidelines.

Building Fagcade Design and Materials

The integration of fiber cement panels on the primary facades — especially the very public south
and east facing facades — is not consistent with the primary fagade materials list outlined in the
Design Guidelines. Secondary facade materials can be incorporated to a degree on primary
facades but the proposed percentage seems too large. Use of secondary and tertiary materials
at the base of primary facades is not permitted.

The purposeful variation of window sizes and patterns provides visual interest, and their
symmetrical disposition in the center section of the east elevation reinforces the urban design
goals of the building.

BUILDING 8

GENERAL COMMENTS

The number of stories [6] is consistent with the approved Special Permit drawings; An exact
height calculation, allowing for a direct comparison, has not been provided.

The building footprint has some variation from the Special Permit plan set; The most notable
change is at the station end of the building [north] where the first floor is held back [loggia]
considerably — presumably, this has to do with ongoing coordination with the MBTA; The upper
floors now extend out beyond the Special Permit footprint on the west facing elevation.

A total square footage calculation, comparing the SD design to the Special Permit design, has
not been provided.

DESIGN GUIDELINES COMMENTS
Buildings and Urban Design

Building 8 plays an important urban role in defining the western edge of North Square. The large
grid that provides a framework for the east facade feels appropriate for the scale of the open
space that it fronts on. This is the one building [of the 4 being reviewed herein] that is not
subdivided into multiple [3+] fagcade sections. The language of the grid — though rendered with
different materials - serves to transition to the “mill-like” vernacular of the Building 9 facades.
The positioning of the main residential entry at the head of the sidewalk on the northern side of
the Square seems thoughtfully chosen as a focal point for the corner of the space, and fronts on
a plaza area at the transition to the MBTA platform.

A continuous canopy runs the entire length of the east facade above the ground level providing
cover between the tracks and the garage and, when combined with transparent commercial
storefronts, seems likely to contribute towards creating an active pedestrian environment.

The quality of the urban space between Buildings 7 and 8 should be explored in greater detail to
make sure the buildings are creating a lively and safe pedestrian environment [Canopies?
Signage? Lighting? Facade treatments? Ground plane?].
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Buildings and Architectural Design

The east elevation of Building 8 incorporates a very different style of fenestration from Building
7, with large loft-style glazing that is intended to reflect the unit types.

The use of different colored panels in conjunction with the glazed areas, and the integration of
angled bay elements, give the facade visual interest.

A slight setback, and different approach to the frame at the top floor, combined with a very
transparent ground level facade, give the building a sense of a base, middle and top.

The emphasis on glazing wrapping at both the NE and SE corners of the building offers another
engaging architectural feature.

Building Fagcade Design and Materials

The use of colored fiber cement panels as highlights within the grid seems appropriate on
Building 8, though the 20% threshold for secondary materials on primary facades should be
verified.

The main grid appears to be rendered as metal panel; The detailing of the panels and their
planar relationship to the various infill panels and glazing will be important in helping to clarify
hierarchical readings on the facade.

BUILDING 9

GENERAL COMMENTS

The number of stories [6] is consistent with the approved Special Permit drawings; An exact
height calculation, allowing for a direct comparison, has not been provided.

The footprint has de minimis changes, most notably at the vehicular garage entry area.

A total square footage calculation, comparing the SD design to the Special Permit design, has
not been provided.

DESIGN GUIDELINES COMMENTS
Buildings and Urban Design
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Building 9 plays an important urban role as a “liner” building for the central garage. Recent
renderings of Building 9 indicate that the garage has a significant visual presence above the
“liner,” especially on North Square. While this is not something that the “liner” building alone
can solve, transitions in scale to the garage towers will be very important to address. It is also
worth noting that early renderings of the garage showed a purposeful architectural treatment —
punched openings, cornice elements, contextual materials - that is now seemingly gone.

Architectural treatments shown on garage f;ade above “liner” building
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e The garage entry / core tower on the north facade of Building 9 is a critical part of the exterior
design of the wrapper. This tower element — one of the first things seen when arriving via the
MBTA — has a notable visual presence when looking across the open space of North Square from
Grove Street. The architectural detailing of this tower does not successfully mediate scale issues,
as materials are applied in a way that further emphasize its verticality.

e The ground level of Building 9 also plays an important role in defining the quality of the
streetscape experience along Main Street. While the remaining retail lease is well-positioned at
the northeast corner of the building and on the square, the residential entry, as well as the
balance of the Main Street frontage, seems to lack hierarchy.

Buildings and Architectural Design

o Building 9 references a mill building vernacular, and the Main Street fagade is visually subdivided
into three similar sections by areas of vertical curtainwall which give the brick veneer framework
a planar quality. As the building turns the corner at the north, the end fagade reveals the
thickness of the brick plane, giving it a more contemporary feel. The wide brick piers that
bookend each fagade segment seem to present some challenges for the unit layouts.

e Each section of facade offers a subtly different interpretation of how the brick veneer and fiber
cement panels interplay. When the secondary brick piers stop - and appear to hang - above the
ground floor storefront level, especially at the north, the fagade feels somewhat visually
unresolved.

e The upper level of the Building 9 facade could be developed further to give more of a sense of
“top.”

e As noted above, the tower element on the north fagade lacks appropriate architectural
articulation that might help mediate its scale. The expansive use of fiber cement, especially at
the ground level, is not consistent with Primary Fagade goals.

= e

Articulation of the Pr/mafy Fagade zone at the corner of Main Street and North Square, including the tower, needs further study

Building Fagade Design and Materials
e According to the Facade Hierarchy Diagram in the Design Guidelines, both the Main Street
garage entry [which transitions to Building 10] and the northeast corner of Building 9 that fronts
on North Square, are intended to have a Primary Facade treatment. The NE corner does little to
acknowledge its role as the “gateway” to Main Street.
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e The primary garage entry on Main Street attempts to make a bold architectural statement by
utilizing two flanking towers - these elements contain a transformer and a bike storage room on
the ground level, with a garage pedestrian entry tucked in on one side. This is a challenging area
to solve architecturally and seems to merit further study. The connecting facade between the
towers offers distinct loft-style windows that have an intriguing aesthetic. The composition of
this entry area - including the glazing and the two smaller art deco towers — provide an
opportunity to create an important focal point for the Main Street corridor. This section of
elevation can also create a welcomed “break” in, what is otherwise, a very lengthy collection of
facades [7-8 distinct and connected segments across Buildings 9 & 10].
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Combined Main Street facades showing the opportunity for the main garage entry to be an important focal point

BUILDING 10

GENERAL COMMENTS

e The number of stories [6] is consistent with the approved Special Permit drawings; An exact
height calculation, allowing for a direct comparison, has not been provided.

e As with the all the other buildings reviewed to date, Building 10’s footprint has some variation
from the Special Permit drawings; The most notable change is in the area where Main Street
bends around the corner towards Research Square. These changes seem de minimis, provided
that there is no adverse impact to the sidewalk / streetscape.

e Atotal square footage calculation, comparing the SD design to the Special Permit design, has
not been provided.

DESIGN GUIDELINES COMMENTS
Buildings and Urban Design
e The distinct sections of Building 10’s facade have clearly been developed with the intention of
addressing the varied urban conditions onto which they front — the Main Street corridor, the
Amphitheatre Green and the important corner position on Research Square:
o The sculptural “ins and outs” of the townhouse facades — especially at the ground level
— are quite successful in contributing to a fine-grained, pedestrian-scaled streetscape;
Integrating subtle variation in the coloration of the “townhouse” facades [as per the
original Special Permit rendering package] might help break down the scale of this
section of facade further.
o The larger framework and two-story order at the base of the middle section of the
Building 10 facade do a good job at addressing the scale of Amphitheatre Green. The
proposed facade depth created by the arcade-like base strives to offer some privacy to
ground floor units that front directly on the street in what is a very public location.
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o The presence of Building 10 on Research Square merits further exploration, as it has an
important role both in defining the north edge of the Square and creating a gateway to
Main Street [Note: directly across from the large tower element on Building 4]. Not
every important corner in the project can be rendered with a special architectural
treatment or element, but this section of Building 10’s fagade has a critical relationship
to Research Square.
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e The relocation of the Building 10 entry to the Research Square end of the block has the potential
to bring animation to this corner of the Square, in an area where the sidewalk has been
widened. The facade should consider doing more to acknowledge this important building entry,
as this could provide a helpful architectural focus for the “liner.” Understanding the relationship
of the building’s ground floor spaces to the enlarged sidewalk area would explain design
intentions better [Note: an illustrative site plan would be helpful].

e The “liner” building presents two notable corners to the Research Square area — one across from
Building 1 and one where Main Street narrows down [across from Building 4] — and in each
instance the facade patterning seems to erode towards a more glassy corner. Understanding
how these facades relate to neighboring buildings and contribute to larger urban place-making
goals on the Square will be important.

o The west fagade of Building 10, which wraps the corner onto Road A towards the garage entry,
seems to offer little in the way of an architectural transition to the garage tower. This is a critical
corner on Main Street that is directly across from the entry to Building 1 and is one of the first
facades seen when entering the development.

e As was the case in North Square, the architectural treatments — materials and details — on the
garage tower seems inconsistent with the vernacular of the “liner” building. While it is
understood that the garage structure itself will largely be rendered as a simple precast frame, it
is the entry / core elements that will be essential in shifting the scale and language where the
transitions to the “liner” facades occur. The rendering of Building 10, entitled Research Square
Looking North [see above], exemplifies the scale issues that will need to be addressed.

Buildings and Architectural Design
e The integration of entry courts, balconies and a two-story Mansard zone, give the Townhouse
section [even though largely consisting of flats accessed by corridors] of Main Street a nice
rhythm and residential scale.
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The fagade fronting on Amphitheatre green steps forward from the Townhouse zone and
succeeds in transitioning the scale of the building. The larger facade moves — emphasized by
changes in plane, color and fenestration style — give this central section of the building a scale
appropriate for fronting on a significant urban open space.

The southwestern section of Building 10 certainly has a clear base, middle and top expression,
and the shifting alignment of windows and metal panels has a dynamic quality to it but, again,
the facade should consider how to address the important urban conditions that it helps define,
starting by refining the way it meets the ground.

Building Fagade Design and Materials

As with Building 7, it is okay to integrate secondary and tertiary facade materials, such as fiber
cement panels, to a degree. Their use as a primary facade material should be limited to
appropriate percentages and they should be avoided at the ground level. The use of primary
materials is particularly important where facades front on significant urban open spaces like
Research Square and North Square.

GENERAL COMMENT ON ARCHITECTURAL STYLE

While buildings in an evolving urban landscape are typically designed over time and often
incorporate a wide range of materials and styles, it is worth contemplating the merits of the
purposeful juxtaposition of buildings with highly varied architectural styles. The original
Riverside Station project renderings - presented leading up to the Special Permit approval -
depicted a very homogenous approach to building design. While there was some variation in
fenestration patterns and materials, the overarching architectural vernacular was based on a
mill building aesthetic.

The introduction of a new architectural language in Buildings 1 and 2, when reconceived as lab
buildings, brought welcomed variety and architectural energy. With eight buildings now
presented at a Schematic Design level, the diversity of architectural styles [see Building 2 vs.
Building 4 vs. Building 10] is notable.

Examples of diverse architectural styles coexisting in such close proximity can certainly be found
but often this is balanced by a “baseline” or “grounding” style that provides a recognizable
framework for a development or a neighborhood. MIT University Park is one example of a
development that has an underlying architectural quality which, for example, allows for the
purposeful placement of unique buildings, like Loft 23 [see photos below], as a focal point.
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The relative consistency in scale, fagade rhythm and materials found in MIT University Park’s buildings provides a
understandable backdrop for some unique architectural moments like Loft 23

A development, however, that consists of many unique architectural styles must rely on other
devices to provide continuity and a sense of a greater “whole.” A highly articulated public realm
— streetscapes and open space - together with thoughtfully designed ground floor levels of
buildings, can go a long way towards achieving this.

To this end, it would be most helpful, as the consistency review process moves forward, to see
renderings [or, at a minimum, elevations] of adjacent buildings — particularly those designed by
different architectural firms - together in their shared context. This would allow for a better
understanding of the relative scale of neighboring buildings within the development and how
they work together to define important streetscapes and urban spaces. Combining these types
of renderings with updated illustrative site plans would help to complete this picture.



