
Note: This piece appeared 11/26/2000 in the Waterbury Republican American newspaper in Waterbury, 
CT.   More than just an architectural critique, it establishes criteria for assessing the impact of this new 
building on Waterbury and its classic Green. 

 

A Style for Downtown - The Rowland Government Center  
by D. A. Narducci III, Architect 

 
“Just another office building” was the comment offered by an elderly passerby, as he ambled 
across the Green glancing at the new Rowland Government Center. 
 
Touted as a key element in the rejuvenation of downtown Waterbury, the Center has big shoes 
to fill.  The five story building sits at the corner of Leavenworth and West Main along the South 
side of the Green, built atop what was a concrete plaza on the Green’s last vacant lot.   With the 
growing media attention and the buzz of activity surrounding the building’s new occupants, 
Waterburians are beginning to take notice of Connecticut’s flagship office building.   For 
Waterbury’s rich urban architectural history, there’s a “new face in the crowd”.  
 
To determine this new building’s architectural success, its design must to be assessed on 
several different levels.  Two goals have already been met.  The project will infuse the 
downtown with hundreds of workers resulting in more foot traffic for businesses.    And 
numerous existing State agencies will now be located in one new, efficient office environment.  
But far more difficult and important is the realization of less “quantifiable” goals such as the 
impact of the building on Waterbury’s built environment.  How does this building impact the 
Green?  Does it enhance the City’s existing architectural character? Does it offer new visual 
excitement to the pedestrians and motorists?  Does the public easily access the building? Are 
we proud of this public building? 
 
It is the answers to these questions that will, in part, determine the lasting impact of this building 
on Waterbury.   Over time, the Center will become part of the City’s architectural identity.   And 
only then will we know if the building is a true success.   The following comments concern this 
new piece of Waterbury architecture. 
 
The Interior: 
The building offers 99,600 sf of floor area on five floors.   It was built over an existing parking 
garage that extends under the adjacent Exchange Building.  When fully occupied in 2001, the 
building will be used exclusively as office space for State agencies including: the Department of 
Motor Vehicles, Department of Revenue Services, Workers’ Compensation Commission and the 
UConn TriCampus Administration.  Of the total floor area,  an efficient 76% is useable for office 
operations.  The interiors are standard office quality: the ceilings are suspended acoustical tiles, 
the walls are painted gypsum wallboard (some areas have wall covering) and the finish floors 
consist of commercial grade glue-down carpet.  In many areas the workspaces are defined by 
moveable partitions which are part of an integrated furniture system.  This built-in flexibility 
allows for future changes and reconfigurations.  Certain areas have upgraded finishes such as 
wood trims, but they are minimal.   The building is fully air-conditioned and has several 
elevators.  As is typical in multi-story commercial building, none of the windows are operable for 
obvious security and safety reasons.  Along with toilet and stair facilities, each floor offers 
workers a small lounge and vending machine area.  If not inspired, at least the office areas 
make good use of modern materials and the building’s overall efficiency shows good 
stewardship of the taxpayer’s dollars. 
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However, the efficiency that marks the office areas is the very thing that fails the ground floor's 
public areas.  The building’s main and only entrance is from West Main Street, opposite the 
Green.  Visitors enter an austere, narrow foyer, and then with security approval, proceed into 
the Center.   One is greeted by the security counter which is sandwiched between the entry 
foyer and a small elevator lobby.   After sign-in at the security counter, visitors need only walk a 
few steps in order to reach the elevators.   The elevator lobby, which competes with the security 
counter as the primary architectural focus of the entry, sports the interior’s best stuff – a couple 
of marble faced walls and a modest barrel vaulted ceiling.  The balance of the ground floor area 
is dedicated to offices, and is therefore not “public” space.   Five years of planning and 
construction and $17 million later, this visitor’s first impressions of the building interior were 
simply disappointing. 
 
These public areas are too small and too simple to provide any of the interior qualities of space 
and grandeur that are common in traditional public buildings.  There are greater costs 
connected with creating high quality spaces.  But here, they are justified when one considers 
the importance of the spaces and the fact that, proportionally, they comprise a relatively small 
part of the whole building.   
 
It is the entry area and main floor circulation areas that make public buildings different than 
private buildings.  These spaces need to be of a character and scale, which impress upon the 
visitor a sense of communal accomplishment, stability and celebration.  There are many 
different ways to accomplish these architectural goals.  Attention is often given to the scale of 
space, the intensity and direction of the lighting, and the texture and quality of the materials and 
finishes.  The public level of the Rowland Government Center lacks all these things.  No art, 
sculpture or other tributes to Waterbury, Connecticut or our nation were seen on the main public 
floor (and even if they are planned – there is simply no space to adequately accommodate 
them).   Public buildings, especially ones sited as prominently as this one, need to be more than 
just commercial grade office buildings.  In this case, except for signage, one would probably not 
know they are in Connecticut’s newest public building.  
 
The Exterior: 
The Center sits almost centered along the long axis of the Green.  Although it occupies a 
premiere location, it really functions as a piece of “in-fill” architecture.  With sizable structures on 
either side, it tries to proclaim its own identity, while at the same time blending with the massing 
and texture of adjacent buildings. 
 
The building is close to the street line, offering no outside entry court or plaza areas that are 
often a part of the site development around public buildings.  Large concrete planters surround 
the main entry stairs, presenting an imposing visual barricade to the building.  A very small area 
has been carved out at the front corner of the site to allow for two flagpoles and a plaque 
documenting the historical significance of the site.  The alcove created at the flagpoles is too 
small.  It appears as though it was forced into the design as an after-thought.  The building’s 
closeness to the curb also limits a pedestrian’s ability to view the front façade.  Motorists can 
only catch a passing glance while moving along West Main.  Either by design or chance, the 
Center makes effective use of the Green as its “front yard”.  Its best view is actually from across 
the Green in front of the YMCA.  
 
The boxy five-story building is wrapped in a “skin” of pre-cast concrete panels that hang on the 
buildings steel skeletal system.  There are two primary features that mark the exterior: a three-
story recessed glass window wall at the front façade and a curved face on Leavenworth Street.  
The smooth surfaces of the pre-cast panels on the upper floors give way to a more textured 
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finish at the first floor.  This ‘encrustation” of the lowest level is an old architectural technique to 
provide variation and hierarchy to a building’s facade.  
 
The window sizes and patterns on the facades vary greatly.  This contributes to the mediocrity 
of the design.   Variations of an established window geometry often add interest to a design.  
But in this case, the variations appear unrelated to each other and foreign to the facades’ overall 
composition.  
 
Specifically, the  front façade is lacking in two ways.  First, the size and repetition of the square 
windows do not enhance the flat, unadorned character of the façade.  Secondly, the design 
appears fragmented and incomplete.  The three story glass entry wall is set back behind three 
large rectangular columns.  These large vertical elements terminate abruptly at the fourth floor 
line, while the square punched window openings above march horizontally across the façade, 
oblivious to the recessed window wall and entry below.    The “edges” of this facade are not 
defined in any special way.  In particular there is no change, or detail at the roofline to 
“terminate” the design.  It seems as though this building could have been designed to be many 
stories taller but was simply  “sawed-off” at the top of the fifth floor.   
 
One of the most successful, and only, exterior details occurs at the ground level windows.  
Here, the  windows have additional diagonal mullions for security purposes.  This subtle design 
feature adds a refinement and hierarchy to the window assembly.  It is a welcome degree of 
detail at eye level. 
 
The curved façade along Leavenworth is perhaps the most curious feature of the exterior.  One 
immediately wonders what led the designers to incorporate this feature.  Even a trained eye can 
find little design reason, within the context of the rest of the building, for the curving of this one 
wall.  One possibility is that the designer attempted to minimize the negative impact that the new 
building would have on the adjacent restaurant building.  A straight wall would have significantly 
reduced the amount of light and the feeling of openness for the restaurant.  The curved solution 
allows the wall to be pushed back away from the street line.   Another possibility is that there 
was a need to accommodate the mechanical equipment that sits on the area that was created 
by curving back the facade.   If either of these is the reason, the costs connected with creating 
this curved solution seem exorbitant.  Attempts to reach the designers and pose these 
questions were unsuccessful. 
 
The front entry surface and sidewalks around the building are made of brick pavers.  Their size, 
texture, color and residential-like quality make them inappropriate for this public application.  A 
more formal, larger format stone would have been more complimentary to the building. 
 
There is no public drop-off or designated parking for the Center.  Metered street parking along 
Leavenworth is available.  But a visitor to the building may be forced to park in the Buckingham  
Ramparage or the Linden-Prospect Ramparage, both of which are about two blocks away.  
Although off site parking is not unusual within an urban setting, the unknowing visitor may find it 
difficult to find the ramparages.  One State official commented on the fact that the building will 
offer one-stop shopping for anyone wishing to visit many of Connecticut’s State agencies.  The 
lack of adequate nearby parking could be a problem for some visitors. 
 
The first office inhabitants have arrived, and they are learning about their new work 
environment.   Now the Rowland Government Center and the City of Waterbury are making 
each other’s acquaintance.  Only time will tell if they become good friends.   Only time will tell if 
Waterbury will embrace the Center as an architectural asset or “just another office building”. 


