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Mark M. Bodi 
121 State Street, Portsmouth, NH, 03801, mbodi@icloud.com 

 
Portsmouth Historic District Commission 
Portsmouth City Hall 
1 Junkins Avenue 
Portsmouth, NH 03801 
 

Re: Public Comment on Proposed Addition — 129 State Street 

Dear Madam Chair and Commission Members: 

I am writing to express concerns regarding the current application for the proposed addition at 
129 State Street. Having reviewed both the present submittal and the proposal considered four 
years ago, it is our view—and one shared by the surrounding neighbors who have expressed their 
views—that the core issues of massing, overall scale, and neighborhood context require a 
more comprehensive review. 

As currently drawn, the proposal does not align with the Portsmouth Historic District 
Commission’s Design Guidelines and risks significantly affecting the visual character of this 
historic streetscape. Here is why: 

1. Massing, scale, and subordination 

Under Chapter 10 of the Portsmouth HDC Design Guidelines, an addition should remain 
visually subordinate and secondary to the principal historic structure. 

The proposed addition is nearly twice the size of the former award-winning addition that was 
demolished. That earlier addition was distinguished by a series of cascading rooflines, skylights, 
setbacks, and varied architectural forms that reduced its perceived mass and allowed it to remain 
visually secondary to the principal historic structure. 

By contrast, the proposed addition, by virtually any reasonable measure, could not be 
considered visually secondary or subordinate to the principal historic structure when viewed 
from either Sheafe Street or State Street. Its substantially increased volume, height, footprint, and 
visual presence cause the addition to compete with the historic building rather than remain 
subordinate to it. 

Proportion and Footprint: In our estimation, the sheer volume and footprint of the proposed 
addition compete with, rather than complement, the principal historic building. 

proposal creates a prominent, modernistic focal point that appears out of scale with the adjacent 
historic structures. 
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2. Reflections on the Prior Review and Unintended Consequences 

We deeply appreciate the Commission’s work during the previous review four years ago, 
particularly the thoughtful stipulations it imposed concerning the commingling of the roof and 
deck structures. Those conditions demonstrated the Commission’s commitment to safeguarding 
adjoining historic properties. 

Unfortunately, the applicant did not satisfy those stipulations before proceeding with 
demolition of the former rear addition. The applicant thereafter sought additional changes to the 
building design that were permitted—incorrectly, in our view—and which further complicated 
the regulatory, structural, design, and engineering issues associated with this project. 

From the perspective of nearby residents, the earlier review process was also unable to fully 
explore how the overall massing and structural scope of the project would ultimately play out in 
practice. The four years following that approval have unfortunately produced a series of serious 
and unintended consequences for the immediate neighborhood, including: 

Structural and Safety Concerns: Proposed construction plans raised significant concerns, with 
City staff identifying potential structural issues affecting not only 129 State Street, but also the 
adjoining approximately 200-year-old historic structure. 

Consequences for Adjoining Properties: The scale and construction demands associated with 
the proposed project have also generated significant disputes concerning access to adjoining 
properties and the extent of construction easements claimed to be necessary to complete the 
work. Those issues have now resulted in litigation initiated by the applicant and have affected 
more than one direct abutter. While the underlying legal issues are for another forum, their 
existence demonstrates a practical consequence of attempting to construct a project of this size 
and complexity within such a constrained historic setting. 

These developments demonstrate why getting the foundational elements of a project—
particularly its scale, structural impact, footprint, and massing—right from the outset is so 
important to the surrounding community and to the preservation of the Historic District itself. 

3. Value of Ongoing Public Engagement 

We are grateful for the HDC’s commitment to facilitating meaningful public input throughout the 
application process, including at work sessions and formal public hearings. That public 
participation is an essential component of protecting Portsmouth’s unique historic built 
environment. 

In a project presenting this degree of complexity, we believe public participation is particularly 
important because the architectural design, structural implications, permitting history, 
construction access issues, and effects upon adjoining historic properties are closely 
interconnected. 
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Conclusion 

Given the history of this project and its continuing impact upon the immediate surroundings, we 
respectfully ask the Commission to undertake a more comprehensive review of the proposed 
massing and the other significant issues associated with this project. 

Specifically, we request that the application be tabled and that the City convene a coordinated 
meeting involving the appropriate City officials, including representatives of the Historic District 
Commission, Planning Department, and Inspection/Building Department, to review in detail the 
unusual and interconnected architectural, structural, regulatory, and historic-preservation issues 
presented by this proposal. 

The neighborhood has already endured approximately four years of an unfinished and visually 
disruptive condition at this property. Under these circumstances, taking additional time now for a 
careful and coordinated review is warranted. Such a review could help avoid further problems 
while, most importantly, allowing the HDC to fully carry out its responsibility to protect the 
historic character and architectural framework of Portsmouth. 

Alternatively, if the Commission is not prepared to table the application for such a review, we 
respectfully ask that it vote against the application in its present form and request that the 
applicant return with a substantially revised proposal that: 

• steps back the footprint; 
• reduces the overall mass and apparent volume; 
• better articulates the building planes and rooflines; 
• softens the modernistic design elements; and 
• achieves genuine visual subordination to the principal historic structure and compatibility 

with the surrounding historic neighborhood. 
The question before the Commission is not whether some addition can appropriately be made to 
129 State Street. The question is whether this addition, at this scale and in this form, is 
appropriate for this historic site and its surrounding context. We respectfully submit that it is 
not. 

Thank you for your continued time, dedication, and service to our community. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Mark M. Bodi 
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