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4.4 Block Modulation 

and Building Massing
The modulation of a block and the massing of 
buildings significantly impact how the size of 
the building is perceived by a person at street 
level. By breaking up a large building into 
smaller masses, the building’s apparent mass 
can be reduced, forming a more interesting 
block. Special attention should be paid to 
buildings that front onto the public realm, and 
to relationships between buildings.

4.4.1 
Block Modulation

Guidelines

4.4.1.A Full-block building developments 
should be broken up into distinct volumes 
that are in proportion to one another, while 
preserving the integrity of the building’s 
design, and create transitions in bulk and 
scale. Repetitive elements or monolithic 
treatments that create a half- or full-block 
massing or appearance should be avoided.

 In general, downtown blocks should 
be developed as multiple projects and/or 
buildings to enhance building variety and 
fine-grain character (special zones for large-
footprint buildings are an exception). In the 
case of a full-block development, multiple 
architects could be involved to ensure variety 
of architectural expression. 

 To express variety, avoid monotony 
and distinguish different building volumes, 
building design should use a variety of color, 
material and texture. 

4.4.1.D Full-block, commercial high-rise 
development should not be held to the same 
above-stated policies but should consider the 
provision of at-grade public open spaces. 

4.4.1.E Tower form should be elegant and 
slender to allow for sunlight access and 
visibility of the sky from the street level. 

Downtown blocks should be developed as 
multiple projects to enhance building variety and 
“fine grain” character. Above, San Diego, CA

To express variety, avoid monotony, and 
distinguish different building volumes, building 
design should employ a variety of color, material 
and texture. Above, Berkeley, CA.

Buildings should be elegant and slender in form 
to allow for sunlight access and visibility of the sky 
from the street level. Above, Vancouver, BC.

ATTACHMENT C
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4.4.4 
Building Massing: Street Wall
Buildings that frame and define the street and 
express a fine-grain character contribute to the 
quality of the public realm and the pedestrian 
experience. Well-articulated and detailed street 
walls are important to the fabric of the city 
and help to establish a human-scale urban 
experience.

Guidelines

•	 4.4.4.A Buildings should incorporate a variety 
of vertical and horizontal modulations to 
develop distinct architectural volumes, break 
up monotonous volumes and create a fine-
grain character.

•	 4.4.4.B	Buildings along all streets should 
have a minimum street wall height of 45 
feet, consistent with the PDO regulatory 
requirements.

•	 4.4.4.C For buildings along Main Streets 
and within the Fine-Grain Overlay District, 
the street wall building facades should 
be architecturally modulated to express 
the rhythm and fine-grain character of 
downtown’s historic core, generally with 
volumes or architectural bays that are 50-100 
feet in width.

Buildings with a well-composed variety of vertical and 
horizontal modulations and distinct architectural volumes break 
up the massing of large projects. Above, San Jose, CA

Horizontal Plane Modulation

Vertical Plane Modulation

Vertical + Horizontal Plane Modulation

Figure 4.8 Street Wall
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4.5.4 
Building Tower Design

Guidelines

•	 4.5.4.A	All building façades of towers should 
include a variety of fenestration and material 
patterns to create visual interest and avoid 
the appearance of a repeated single floor 
extrusion. Building façades more than 100 
feet in width should consider the use of 
plane offsets and material changes to create 
shadows and relief. Some elements of towers 
should integrate with, and extend into the 
building base façades to avoid the appearance 
of towers isolated both from the street and 
their own bases. 

•	 4.5.4.B	Designers should carefully study 
their tower orientation to maximize energy 
conservation. Although orienting the tower’s 
longer edge along the east-west axis to 
maximize northern/southern exposure 
and minimize western exposure is typically 
preferred, the use of sun-shading devices 
should be studied on the western and 
southern facades where appropriate to reduce 
heat gain.	

•	 4.5.4.C	Regardless of height or plan variation, 
no two towers within a project should exhibit 
identical, or closely similar, form and/or 
elevations. No tower should be designed to be 
identical, or closely similar, to another tower 
located elsewhere in Centre City.

•	 4.5.4.D	To create a graceful transition to the 
sky and avoid a cut off, flat-top appearance, 
the upper 20 percent of any tower (measured 
above the base or midzone) should achieve an 
articulated form and composition by means 
of architectural techniques such as layering, 
material changes, fenestration pattern 
variation and/or physical step-backs. Actual 
reductions of floor areas and/or recessed 
balconies can assist this composition goal, 
but are not required. Tower top designs 
should resolve mechanical penthouses and 
other technical requirements in an integrated, 
coherent manner consistent with the 
composition below them.

Building design should incorporate appropriate shading 
devices, balconies, projections and louvers. 

Multiple towers in one project should display variation in 
either form or elevation in order to prevent close similarity.  
Above, Philadelphia, PA

Buildings towers should employ a 
variation in massing  and fenestration 
and material patterns to create visual 
interest. Above, San Francisco, CA
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•	 4.5.4.E Façades should have distinct solar orientations with 
integrated and appropriate shading devices, balconies, 
projections, louvers and/or window treatments. These 
treatments will provide desirable elevation and composition 
variety.

•	 4.5.4.F	Towers should be designed with a majority of the 
facades composed of glazing, including façades facing 
interior property lines. Large expanses of solid walls should 
be avoided and should not exceed 20 feet in width. Solid 
walls should contain enhanced materials, deep reveals and 
scoring, and other textures. 

•	 4.5.4.G	Reflective or mirror glass is strongly discouraged, 
as is heavily tinted bronze, black, or gray glass. Glass color 
should not be emphasized as a ”signature” element, and 
subtle gray-green or blue-gray tints are encouraged if clear 
glass is not proposed. Glass materials should exhibit visible 
light transmittance of a minimum of 60 percent. 

•	 4.5.4.H	Projecting balconies facing public streets should be 
an average of no less than 40 percent open or transparent 
(perforated mesh, 40 percent translucent glass, or open 
rail) above a height of 18 inches, measured from the 
balcony walking surface.

•	 4.5.4.I	To ensure a cohesive and compatible night 
skyline, and to mitigate night-sky pollution, tower accent 
lighting should be modest, restrained and focused on 
the upper tower. Bright hues and neon outlines are 
strongly discouraged, and white or warm-color washes 
are preferred. Any signature lighting, including rooftop 
lanterns and other lighting effects, should be designed 
with adjustable intensity controls for subsequent testing 
and approval as part of the Design Review process.

The upper 20 percent of any tower shall achieve an 
articulated form and composition through layering, material 
changes fenestration patterns and/or physical stepbacks. 
Top, Chicago, IL; bottom left, Philadelphia, PA; bottom 
right, San Diego, CA.



107

4BLOCKS AND BUILDINGS

4.5.5 
Building Rooftops

Guidelines

•	 4.5.5.A	Penthouse space, mechanical equipment, stair 
and elevator overruns, heliports, vertical roof attachments, 
and decorative roof construction are permitted to achieve 
distinctive building tops, provided that the building top is 
designed as an integral part of the architecture. All vertical 
rooftop forms, surfaces, and elements should use high-
quality cladding materials the same as, or similar to, the 
typical surfaces of walls below.

•	 4.5.5.B	All mechanical equipment, appurtenances, and 
access areas should be intentionally grouped and screened 
architecturally within fully covered enclosures consistent 
with the overall composition of the building. Mechanical 
enclosures should have a screened or louvered top to 
improve views from above and to provide required air 
circulation. 

•	 4.5.5.C Independent mechanical screens should be set 
back a minimum of 10 feet from the building façade.

•	 4.5.5.D Large roof areas (measuring more than 10,000 
square feet) should exhibit patterns of roofing colors and 
materials. Roof gardens and eco-roofs can be employed 
to achieve these patterns. All roofs should be considered a 
”fifth elevation,” composed to be visually appealing from 
taller adjacent buildings.

Mechanical equipment on top of the building should 
be screened from views from adjacent rooftops. Above,  
New York, NY.

Roof gardens and green roofs can save energy while 
achieving patterns in color and material, especially on large 
roof areas. Top, Seattle, WA; bottom, San Diego, CA
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4.5.10
Blank Walls

Guidelines

•	 4.5.10.A Blank walls on the ground level 
or on façades of buildings are to be limited 
to provide a pleasant and rich pedestrian 
experience. Blank walls include any street wall 
area that is not transparent, including solid 
doors and mechanical areas.

•	 4.5.10.B Unavoidable blank walls along public 
streets or those viewed from public streets, 
open spaces and thoroughfares should be 
treated to create an inviting visual experience. 
All blank wall area should be enhanced with 
architectural detailing, material texture, 
ornamentation, landscape treatment and/or 
artwork. 

Blank walls at street-level should be treated through 
use of rich and textured materials, color, and 
landscape materials. Top, Portland, OR; bottom, San 
Diego, CA.

Unavoidable blank walls viewed from public streets 
should be enhanced with architectural detailing, 
material texture, and other devices. Above, San 
Diego, CA.
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4.5.11
Driveway Entrances and Utilities

Guidelines

•	 4.5.11.A	Garage and loading dock driveway entrances 
should exhibit the minimum width and height feasible 
for proper access. Such openings should contain solid, 
obscured, or screening doors and minimize lighting 
contrast in order to reduce visual impacts on the pedestrian 
experience.

•	 4.5.11.B	Exposed garage and loading dock driveway walls 
should contain the same materials as the adjoining street 
walls for a minimum distance of ten feet. Interior driveway 
walls that have regular exposure to the public right-of-way 
beyond ten feet (with transparent doors or with doors 
subject to being open on a regular basis) should be painted 
or similarly treated.

•	 4.5.11.C All utilities, such as backflow prevention devices, 
groupings of meters, and so on should be located outside 
the public right-of-way within a building alcove, utility 
room, or landscaped area and be fully screened from view 
of the public right-of-way.

•	 4.5.11.D The utility needs of future commercial tenants 
(e.g., grease traps, exhaust chutes, air conditioning) 
should be anticipated in the initial building design to avoid 
difficulty when retrofitting buildings after construction.

Backflow-prevention devices are to be located in a building alcove, landscaped area, or utility room within the building, outside of the 
public right-of-way, and completely screened from view.  Above, San Diego, CA.

Figure 4.10 Backflow-Prevention Devices

Electrical components and other details can be creatively 
concealed or integrated into the building facade. Top, San 
Diego, CA, OR, bottom,  Los Angeles, CA




