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Merideth B. Andreucci

Director, Business Development-Upstate
Empire State Development Carporation
400 Andrews St.

Rochester, NY 14604

Re: Midtown Plaza
Rochester, Monroe Co.
ESDC
08PR01197

Dear Ms. Andreucci:

Thank you for requesting the comments of the State Historic Preservation
Office regarding the proposed demolition and redevelopment of Midtown Plaza in
Rochester, as required under Section 14.09 of the State Historic Preservation Act
of 1880. The meeting and site visit on May 14 and the additional information that
you have provided on this project were maost helpful to us in reviewing this
project. .

It is the opinion of the State Historic Preservation Office that Midtown
Plaza is eligible for listing on the State and National Registers of Historic Places
in the area of planning history, as the nation's first enclosed downtown mall,
Designed by the nationally prominent architect and planner Victor Gruen and
completed in 1962, the mall attracted national attention and signaled the
redevelopment of downtown Rochester into a progressive center for corporate
headquarters and public amenities. Midtown's atrium, the key character defining
element of the complex, served as a symbolic town center and meeting place for
decades. Midiown Plaza's significance in the history and architecture of
downtown Rochester satisfies the exceptional significance test for properties less
than 50 years old. Additional perspective on the historic and architectural
significance of Midtown Plaza is included in the attached Resource Evaluation by
Robert Englert. The proposed demolition of Midtown Plaza is by definition an
adverse impact to this historic property [Section 14.09 (1a) NYSPRHPL] and we
respectfully request further consultation to explore alternatives that could
minimize or mitigate impacts.

An Equal Opportunity/Affirmative Action Agency < printsd on recyslad paper
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Several listed and eligible properties are adjacent to Midtown Plaza,
including the Granite Building at 124 East Main St., the Sibley, Lindsay & Curr
Building at 228-280 East Main St., Rochester Savings Bank at 40-46 Franklin St.,
the Baptist Temple Building at 38-52 Liberty Pole Way, 316-350 East Main St,,
The Sibley Triangle Building at 20-30 East Ave., the Hotel Cadillac at 45-51
Chestnut St., and the First Universalist Church at 154 South Clinton Ave. At this
early stage, it does not appear that the project will impact these neighboring
buildings.

We lock forward to working closely with you and your consultants in the
near future. Please feel free to call on me at 518-237-8643 ext. 3262 if | can be
of any assistance.

Sincerely,

Rath L. Pierpor@mf

Director
Historic Preservation Field Services Bureau

enclosure
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"RESOURCE EVALUATION

Date: 3/6/2008 Staff: Robert T. Englert
Property: Midtown Plaza MCD: ROCHESTER
_East Main St, South Clinton Ave,
Address: . Broad St, Chestnut St. Midtown County: Monroe
Plaza.
Project Ref. No.: 08PRO1197 USN: 05540.008441

I. y~ Property is individually listed on SR/NR :

Name of listing :
i~ Property is a contributing component of a SR/NR district;

Name of District:

IX, p~ Property meets eligibility critetia
I~ Property contributes to a district which appears té meet eligibility criteria.

Pre SRB: r Post SRB: r SRB Date

Criteria for inclusion in the National Register.
A |7 Associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history;

B 7~ Associated with the lives of persons slgnificant in our past;

C f# Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period or method of construction; or represents the
work of a master; or possess high artistic values; or represents a significant and distinguishable entity
whose component may lack individual distinction;

D [~ Have yielded, or may be likely to yield information Important in prehistory or history.

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE:
Based on the information provided, Midtown Plaza appéars to meet the criteria for listing in the State
and Natlonal Registers of Historic Places as a highly intact early prototype of the enclosed shopping mall
developed by nationally renowned architect/planner/theorist Victor Gruen. Using pre-existing urban
fabric and new construction, Midtown Is arguably Gruen's best expresslon of his ideal commercial mall as
village/community center, combining retali, office, hotel, transpattation and restaurant facilities in one
coordinated complex. The intact courtyard/mail space is also an excellent example of period design,
employing a subtle interplay of color and texture in the hard, i.¢. tile and stone, surfaces, fountains, and
the distinctive 'vlllage clock’ at the ¢enter with its animated vignettes of major world cultures, expressing
the then~emerging image of the 'global village',
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Victor Gruen was a prominent architect, planner, writer, and urban thinker. Born and educated In
Vienna, Gruen was an influential designer of post-war American commerdal architecture, and invented
and/or papularized several strategies including the first enclosed shopping mall (Seuthdale Shopping
Center, near Minneapolis), the first downtown pedestrian mall (Kalamazoo, Michigan), and store
modemization. His career was documented In the recent book Mall Maker.

Midtown was a significant and influential example of Gruen's efforts to revitalize urban commercial cores.
Rochester was the third city for which Gruen designed a downtown revitalization plan (after Fart Worth,
which was not implemented, and Kalamazoo, Michigan, only a small portion of which was implemented);
he went on to design dozens mote.

Gruen's plan for the revitalization of downtown Rochester followed the same formula as his other
downtown plans: separating pedestrians from vehicular traffic; creating a network of ring highways (or,
in Rochester's case, integrating with an already planned highway network) and parking garages that

ioos

would bring suburbanites downtown and provide a place to park; and modemnizing storefronts to create a

more up-to-date look. The goal was to enhance downtown retail, and specifically to attract middle-class
suburbanites to shop downtown, by making downtown attractive, multifunctional and modern to compéte
with the amenities offered in the suburbs.

Gruen'’s specific plan for Midtown was innovative in that it incorporated many dlfferent functions into a
single complex; retail, parking, “public space,” hatel, office, publi¢ transportation (bus terminal),
restaurant, public auditorium, meeting rooms, “children’s play and amusement area,” private technical
schools, bank, post office, art galleries. As Gruen intended, Midtown has functioned as and has been
perceived as a town square/public gathering place for Rochester. At the same time, it was private space,
an early example of the privatization of “public” space seen in the evolution of shopping malls, theme’
parks, and other post-World War II environments,

Rochester implemented Gruen’s recommendations quite completely, possibly more completely than any
other city for which Gruen did a revitalization plan. That original deslgn is quite intact, particufarly In the
atrium, which is virtually unaltered and includes works of art designed for the space as well as nearly all
its original materials and finishes.

Midtown was the first downtown enclosed mall in the country. It Is not known how many other such
malils were created, but they appear to have been somewhat widespread as neighboring Buffalo and
Syracuse both have later examples.

Midtown Plaza opened to tremendous acclaim and national press; Rochester was hailed as having
discovered the solution to downtown decay (even the World Baok Encyclopedia cited Rochester-for this
achievernent); planners from around the country came to $ee what Rochester had done; even the U.S.
Congress held a hearing in Midtown.
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B 1t was praised in Architectural Forum

" washington Star called it “the Nation’s most spectacular center-city revival;” many other big-clty
papers also hailed it

®  The Urban Land Institute enthusiastically endorsed it
™  The World Book Encyclopedia featured it as the best answer to downtown problems

®™  The public enthusiastically embraced Midtown at the time it was constructed; Rochesterians who
were here in the 1960s and 1970s recali the thrill of going to Midtown. It was an important part of
mid- to late-20% century Rochester culture.

The underground garage that was an integral part of the Midtown plan was particularly heralded as
innovative and significant.

Midtown is associated with two prominent Rochester families, the Formans and McCurdys. Gilbert |
McCurdy and Maurice and Fred Forman, owners of two of Rochester’s most prominent department stores,
observed (and contributed to) the migration of retall business to the suburbs in the mid-1950s and
decided to work together to “effact significant and long-lasting improvements in our downtown area.” It
was their vision for the revitalization of downtown that led them to contact Gruen and to work clasely
with the city to implement Gruen’s plan. The construction of Midtown was an innovative and very
successful example of a public-private partnership. The specific financing structure used to create
Midtown was never repeated.

-- Background information provided in part by the Landmark Society of Western New York, 133 South Fitzhugh
St., Rochester, NY 14608 :

== If you have any questions concerning this Determination of Eligibility, please call Robert T. Englert at 518-237-
8643, ext 3268
















Victor Gruen was a prominent architect, planner, writer, and urban thinker. Born and educated in
Vienna, Gruen was an influential designer of post-war American commercial architecture, and invented
and/or popularized several strategies including the first enclosed shopping mall (Southdale Shopping
Center, near Minneapolis), the first downtown pedestrian mall (Kalamazoo, Michigan), and store
modernization. His career was documented in the recent book Ma/l Maker.
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Rochester was the third city for which Gruen designed a downtown revitalization plan (after Fort Worth,
which was not implemented, and Kalamazoo, Michigan, only a small portion of which was implemented);
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downtown plans: separating pedestrians from vehicular traffic; creating a network of ring highways (or,
in Rochester’s case, integrating with an aiready planned highway network) and parking garages that
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suburbanites to shop downtown, by making downtown attractive, multifunctional and modern to compete
with the amenities offered in the suburbs.

Gruen’s specific plan for Midtown was innovative in that it incorporated many different functions into a
single complex: retail, parking, “public space,” hotel, office, public transportation (bus terminal),
restaurant, public auditorium, meeting rooms, “children’s play and amusement area,” private technical
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Midtown was the first downtown enclosed mall in the country. It is not known how many other such
malls were created, but they appear to have been somewhat widespread as neighboring Buffalo and
Syracuse both have later examples.
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discovered the solution to downtown decay (even the World Book Encyclopedia cited Rochester for this
achievement); planners from around the country came to see what Rochester had done; even the U.S.
Congress held a hearing in Midtown.
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