
 
 
Note: This piece appeared 01/07/07 in the Waterbury Republican American newspaper in Waterbury, CT.   It 
presents a fresh idea for the renovation of City Hall, a landmark building in a sad state of disrepair.  Below is the 
author’s full version. 

 
A “Surgical” Strike – What To Do With Waterbury’s City Hall 
one architect’s concept 
 
by  D. A. Narducci III, Architect 

 
Architects have already begun designing and city departments have relocated, but the discussion 
continues about what Waterbury should do with its City Hall.    Designed by the famous architect Cass 
Gilbert and built in 1915, City Hall is a beautiful architectural monument that represents Waterbury’s 
strong civic pride, tradition and history.  Currently she sits in deplorable condition due to lack of 
maintenance and now sadly, but truly, reflects a once shining city that has fallen on hard times.   
 
The debate boils down to this.  One camp says: It Must Be Saved, at All Costs.   But, a renovation 
project, that preserves the building’s architectural integrity while making efficient, more functional office 
environments could cost as much as $50-60 Million.  The other camp says: Demolish and Rebuild.  They 
say their approach would be more cost effective and is the right choice in light of the city’s deep financial 
woes. 
 
I think there is a middle ground, Option #3:  Surgical Preservation.  It’s based in a creative, design 
concept that says this: Determine what key architectural features define the existing design – preserve 
those, and demolish the rest, replacing it with new, efficient construction.  Simply put, save the good, cut 
out the bad. 
 
There’s a freedom that comes with being outside a process, being a distant expert observer.  The distant 
observer is not constrained by the project’s daily noise: politicians, schedules, budgets, department 
heads, programming needs, parking, funding, etc.  And so there is clarity, a sort of vacuum, in which that 
observer can analyze a problem and render a conceptual solution.  This article is the summary of such 
an effort.  I don’t represent it as a complete, fully studied answer – just a concept. 
 

Step One - Key Architectural Features 
 
Step One is the identification of the key architectural features that must be saved.  To arrive at these 
items I asked one question: What least number of items must one keep, in order to not lose the design 
itself.  Without a lengthy discussion, here’s my list of Must Preserve: 
 

1. Front Façade 
2. Forecourt 
3. Tower 
4. First Floor Marble Stair and Corridor Aesthetic 

 
Based on the Must Preserve list here’s my Must Demolish list: 
 

1. Everything else: floors, walls, roof, etc. (selective saving of various materials for possible 
reuse in the new building) 

 
City Hall’s front façade is the primary visible exterior feature.   The geometric hierarchy, the fenestration, 
the rich texturing of materials, and a highly refined organization of design elements collectively define this 
building’s architectural character.  It projects permanence, solidity and value – characteristics that are at 
the core of Waterbury’s identity.   
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If this building were a wedding, the façade would be the groom.  The forecourt would surely be the bride.  
While formal and elegant like the groom, she is inviting and ever changing.  The bubbling water of her 
fountains shimmer in the light (well, they’re not working right now).  Her paths lead to niches of statuary 
and seasonally changing plantings and flowers (again, you’ll have to imagine).  The façade impacts you 
as a visual event.   But the forecourt is a sensual experience – you can touch, feel, smell and hear it.  
Bounded by the building’s façade on one side and Bank Street on the other, this forecourt acts as the 
perfect urban space with dual responsibility.  First, by separating the building from Bank Street, it 
provides the building a grandeur and prominence.  Secondly, it acts as an open-air foyer to the building, 
providing the user with relief from the density and mass of the city.   
 
The façade and the forecourt must stay.  But more than that, they must be reconstructed back to their 
original condition – no short cuts - the original materials and details (edges, joinery, statuary, etc.) must 
be preserved!  Is this the level of attention included in the current planning? 
 
After the façade, the centrally located tower is the building’s second most prominent feature.  It must 
remain.  Yes, everything around it goes, but the tower stays  - the technical logistics to achieve this are 
possible. 
 
The First Floor marble stair and corridor are impressive.  The character and quality of materials from 
these existing features need to be incorporated into the entry and lobby of the new building.  Here, there 
is design flexibility – I don’t believe that these features need to be reproduced exactly as they are in the 
original.   
 
Once the key features are identified, the tedious work of researching their original designs and defining a 
scope of reconstruction work begins.  Materials must be matched, or replaced, original details must be 
repaired or reconstructed, and on and on.  Designers must be expert preservationists who are able to 
see the past and recreate it in today’s construction environment.  There are architectural and 
construction firm’s that specialize in this kind of monumental preservation.  Does the selected design 
team have these credentials?   
 

Step Two - Demolish the Rest, Build New 
 
As office space, the current City Hall just doesn’t work.  You don’t even have to be a design professional 
to figure that out.  The building envelope is an energy nightmare, expensive to heat, uncomfortable in the 
winter, improper window glare, etc.  Ceilings are high, resulting in HVAC problems, noise control 
problems and maintenance problems.  Offices layouts cannot accommodate modern office systems 
layouts; technology upgrades are necessary; electrical and lighting issues abound.  Doors, signage, rest 
rooms, egress systems, lighting are all in need of serious attention.  The building’s floor plan efficiency, 
that’s the ratio of usable area to gross area, is horrible.  There are some impressive public spaces in the 
building.  Perhaps in these cases, some of the existing finishes or features could be saved before the 
demolition phase, and reused in a new way in the new building.  Maybe the size and geometry could be 
reproduced in the new building – not to preserve but to recall the old. 
 
Once you move out of the building’s corridors, there is no real architectural character in the offices.  
Typically, renovation of these kinds of spaces involves installation of drop ceilings, new carpets, new 
doors, new windows, and other finishes  - the entire existing character (however minimal it currently is) 
would be lost.  I believe that would happen in a renovation project at City Hall.  Here’s the problem, if you 
take the standard renovation approach, you are still constrained by the structure and geometry of the 
existing building – for example, dropping ceilings means you just created a new lower ceiling – but you’re 
still heating the existing volume above the new ceiling line!  
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My concept keeps the façade, the building’s most important design feature, and builds a new, modern 
box behind it.  Perhaps the façade should “float” some distance off this new “box”. Maybe the box is clad 
in glass, or maybe it has an opaque skin (my design budget for this concept is limited so I can’t solve it 
all here!).  The point is this, the new structure behind the façade can be a simple modern building 
designed for modern office use.  It can include modern materials and systems.  The floor layouts can be 
configured to respond to individual department needs and public use.  Corridors, elevators, restrooms, 
public spaces, office areas can all be created from a clean slate, without the constraints of a century old 
infrastructure hanging around the designers’ necks.  Perhaps an additional floor can be realized in the 
new building.  This new building could easily respond to current code requirements such as egress 
systems, sprinklers, lighting, seismic, energy efficiency, accessibility, etc. 
 

The Box Behind - Why This Approach? 
 
In this approach, lots of money is spent to fully preserve the designated key architectural features.  But 
they are done right.  A half-baked, ill-conceived upgrade is unacceptable.   I fear that will be result of the 
current effort, and the excuse will be money. Can’t you just hear it-  “well, we had to eliminate the marble 
and go with concrete because of the budget!” In this new  approach, the finished product, when viewed 
by critics in the design and preservation arena, would receive public accolades.  Waterbury would be 
lauded for not only choosing to renovate, but for creatively preserving. 
 
The “lots of money” spent in preservation would be offset by the cost efficiency of the “box behind”.  I 
believe the box would cost far less per square foot and, I believe, yield a far more usable, efficient 
product than renovating the existing interior.   
 

What Next 
 
An analysis of this concept would include a study of the possibilities offered by building a new structure, 
behind the façade.  How much area could be gained?  At what cost could this new structure be built?  
The study would also need to research the methods and costs associated with “floating” a façade in front 
of a new building, and maintaining a tower above a new structure.  Of course, the forecourt needs to be 
preserved as described above, with perhaps the addition of concealed lighting and an irrigation system. 
 
Waterbury has a treasure in its City Hall.  Citizens should demand that city leaders engage a capable 
design and development team that will fully present creative, achievable solutions for public debate and 
consideration.  This must be clear:  City Hall is not just another building waiting for another renovation 
job! 
 
 
 
 
D. A. Narducci III, is a licensed architect in private practice in Southbury.  He also teaches and writes on 
design and construction issues. Email: dnarducci@freestone-inc.com. 
 


