
Date: December 10, 2014 
To: Members of the Madison Plan Commission 
From: R. Richard Wagner, Chair Urban Design Commission 
Re: Project at 330 W. Wilson St. 
 
I write to convey the views of the Urban Design Commission which I 
serve as chair. The Urban Design Commission had on its Dec. 3 agenda 
consideration of a re-design of this project following a Plan Commission 
action. At its meeting the Urban Design Commission unanimously 
reaffirmed their previous action supporting the project without the 
brick siding desired by staff. 
 
Members of Urban Design recognize their actions are advisory to the 
Plan Commission, but wish to convince you of the wisdom of their 
original approval action and how it is important as part of the process of 
reviewing projects requesting approval. 
 
 
History of Commission Actions: 
The applicant came to Urban Design, at their choice, for two 
informational presentations on Feb. 19, 2014 and March 19, 2014. From 
the beginning the Commission received the advice from planning staff 
on their concerns. There were three primary ones: being the placement 
of the building’s parking along Wilson Street, the lack of activation on 
the street façade, and the materials. Neighborhood concerns were 
expressed about the overall large massing and sight lines.  Discussion 
from members concerned the tower element, landscaping, and the 
planes of the sides of the building. 
 
On June 11, 2014 the applicant was back with a request for initial 
approval. The record shows staff was “recommending masonry or 
darker metal options.” Additionally the record shows, “The staff 
perspective is that if metal is used, that it be in a warmer color rather 
than white.” Discussion comments from UDC members included, 
“Architecturally metal panels help reinforce the idea of a more modern 
form.” The applicant was open to explore other color.  At this meeting 
the project was referred with several comments including, “We need to 
see the other metal color possibilities as well.”  
 



On July 9, 2014 the matter was back on the agenda and the Commission 
granted Initial Approval. An important part of this design as the record 
shows was the tower element had vision glass all the way up through 
the stairway, since the Commission’s strong preference has always been 
the window openings should avoid spandrel panels, and natural light 
into stairways is good thing. Among the staff comments was “the light 
gray material color is better than the white previously proposed.” Again 
the metal panels were discussed. Among the member’s comments were 
“I like the building, it’s coming along nicely,” and “the building is playful 
enough that it’s actually quite interesting.”   
 
On October 15, 2014 the Urban Design Commission reviewed the 
project and the parking and street activation issues had both been 
addressed. Applicant presented a warmer color for the metal panels. 
The record also shows that in granting final approval the Commission 
did explicitly deal with the materials issue. “Planning staff 
recommendations in favor of a masonry building were noted, where the 
Commission expressed support for the building material as proposed. “ 
 
 
Work Thrown Away 
I have drawn extensively on the record to show that in a sequence of 
five public noticed meetings, the design issues of the building were fully 
weighed by the principal body charged by ordinance to review design. 
None of the issues raised were slighted. The professional architects, 
landscape architects, planners, and citizens who served weighed the 
issues with diligence and care and the full participation of city staff. To 
have such work seemingly easily set aside at such a late stage causes 
frustration over all the work members of our Commission had carefully 
and thoughtfully already done. And all the resources the applicant had 
put in to respond to the ordinance-established review process and the 
citizens who attended, thus appear to be for naught. 
 
 
The Wrong Outcome is not Better 
Equally as important as the process question is the fact that Urban 
Design Commission members believe it results in a worst building. We 
hope the Plan Commission members will use their minds to evaluate the 



result of their directive. Two primary reasons for the Urban Design 
conclusions include the following.  
 
1. Building Looks Heavier 
 
The site is small and as the neighbors observed the six stories permitted 
here appears large. Changing the material to brick, as in the 
presentation given at Urban Design meeting on Dec. 3, 2014, showed a 
building with a much heavier presence on the small site emphasizing its 
mass more than the previously approved final design. A side note was 
the reworking of the tower portion brought spandrel panels to the 
tower. 
 
2. Lack of Urban Visual Interest 
 
 Perhaps the most important consideration for Urban Design members 
was that we see a lot of the same, and quite frankly very ordinary things 
in terms of design, when projects come to us for review. We believe an 
urban landscape should be varied and provide visual interest. If we all 
wanted to live in and work in look-alike buildings we could move to 
1950s Levittown.  Therefore the staff argument that there was a lot of 
brick commonly used on East Wilson Street and thus this building 
should be brick, while fully considered as the record shows, did not 
persuade us.  We believe Madison was, is, and should be an exciting 
place where many tastes and styles can fit. 
 
Please the attached UDC report of Dec. 3, 2014 for the extended 
discussion. Note all quotes are from the public records of past UDC 
meetings. 
 
I personally think, that when John Nolen, envisioned a model city, he 
had a better vision than commonalty or ordinariness. He illustrated his 
1910 guide to the future of Madison with hundreds of illustrations from 
cities across a broad spectrum that showed diversity in how you could 
achieve a city beautiful. We should not abandon that quest. 
 
cc: Urban Design Members 
    
 










