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CPED STAFF REPORT 
Prepared for the Board of Adjustment 
 
 

 

LAND USE APPLICATION SUMMARY 

Property Location: 1100 Marquette Avenue 
Project Name:  Orchestra Hall Freestanding Signs 
Prepared By: Joseph.Giant@minneapolismn.gov, City Planner, (612) 673-3489 
Applicant:  David Sailer, on behalf of Orchestra Hall  

Project Contact:   Gary Stemler 
Request:  To construct two freestanding monument signs 
Required Applications: 

Variance  

 
• Variance to increase the maximum number of freestanding signs from one 

to two.   
 

 

SITE DATA 
 

Existing Zoning 
B4S-2 Downtown Service District 
DP Downtown Parking Overlay District 
NM Nicollet Mall Overlay Disrict 

Lot Area 73,136 square feet 

Ward(s) 7 

Neighborhood(s) Downtown West, adjacent to Loring Park 

Designated Future 
Land Use Mixed Use 

Land Use Features Commercial Corridor (Nicollet Mall), Growth Center (Downtown) 

Small Area Plan(s) None 
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BACKGROUND 
 
SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE. The subject property, 1100 Marquette Avenue, is a 
73,136 square foot lot located between 11th Street South and 12th Street South in downtown 
Minneapolis. The principal structure on the lot is Orchestra Hall, which is a 2,087-seat concert venue 
constructed in 1974. The Hall is home to the Minnesota Orchestra and hosts a number of other 
concerts and events throughout the year. In late 2013, the venue underwent a major renovation and 
expansion. Foremost among the improvements, the lobby was significantly expanded for use as a multi-
purpose space and the exterior was redesigned. The main entrance to the Hall was moved from the east 
side of the 11th St facade to the west side of the facade, adjacent to an outdoors area called Orchestra 
Plaza. The Plaza serves as a gathering and social space in conjunction with events at the Hall. 
 
 
SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD. Orchestra Hall is located between 
11th Street South and 12th Street South in downtown Minneapolis. Peavey Plaza separates the structure 
from Nicollet Mall. The property is located in the B4S-2 Downtown Service District, the DP Downtown 
Parking Overlay District, and the NM Nicollet Mall Overlay District.  
 
The blocks surrounding Orchestra Hall contain a wide variety of high-intensity commercial, hospitality, 
restaurant, and institutional/cultural uses. The wide range of land uses and the pedestrian character of 
the surrounding blocks make this location a hub of activity throughout the day and into the night.  
 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION. Prior to the 2013 renovation, nearly the entire 3-story facade along 11th 
St and the façade facing Peavey Plaza were covered in graphics and signage. After the renovation, 
however, signage on the facade was limited to 2 identification signs. Both signs were composed of 
individual aluminum letters that read “Orchestra Hall.”  
 
In order to advertise upcoming concerts and events, the applicant proposes to add two new 
freestanding monument signs to Orchestra Plaza near the 11th St entrance. Each sign would be double-
sided, and would be located in a 7-foot tall by 4-foot wide aluminum cabinet. The signs would be parallel 
to one another, and perpendicular to the sidewalk and roadway. They would be located approximately 
13 feet apart, and approximately 15.5 feet from the front property line. The cabinets would hold posters 
containing information about upcoming events.  
 
Each sign face would be illuminated by 4 narrow light fixtures that would be contained entirely within 
the cabinet, slightly in front of the sign copy but behind the protective casing. The fixtures would shine 
light from around the sign’s perimeter onto its face. 
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Table 543-3 from the Minneapolis Code of Ordinances limits the maximum number of freestanding signs 
to one per zoning lot. Therefore, the applicant has requested a variance to allow two freestanding 
monument signs. 
 
RELATED APPLICATIONS: The applicant applied for a similar variance at a public hearing on July 
25, 2013 (BZZ-6132, see link below1). In addition to the variance to allow 2 freestanding signs, the 
previous application included a variance to increase the height of the signs from a maximum of 8 feet to 
10 feet, 4 inches. The Board of Adjustment voted 6-1 to adopt staff findings and deny the variance. In 
the present application, the proposal has been modified to more closely align with staff 
recommendations.  
 
The previous request sought to approve two monument signs that were 10 feet, 4 inches in height. The 
revised plans seek to construct two monument signs with a maximum height of 7 feet. 
 
The previous signs were composed of a translucent graphic illumined by a white LED light located 
behind the sign face. The revised signs would be externally illuminated.  
 
 
PUBLIC COMMENTS. As of the writing of this report, staff has not received any correspondence in 
regards to this variance. Any correspondence received will be forwarded to the Board of Adjustment 
for consideration. 

 

ANALYSIS 

VARIANCE 

In accordance with Chapter 525, Article IX Variances, Section 525.520(21) “To vary the number, type, 
height, area or location of allowed signs on property located in an OR2 or OR3 District or a commercial, 
downtown or industrial district,” the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development has 
analyzed the application for variance based on the following findings: 
 

1. Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances 
unique to the property. The unique circumstances were not created by persons 
presently having an interest in the property and are not based on economic 
considerations alone.  
 

                                                

 

 

 

 
1 Staff report and recommendation from the previous application can be found at the City of Minneapolis website: 
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@cped/documents/webcontent/wcms1p-111607.pdf  

http://library.municode.com/HTML/11490/level4/MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA.html#MICOOR_TIT20ZOCO_CH525ADEN_ARTIXVA_525.500REFI
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@cped/documents/webcontent/wcms1p-111607.pdf
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A practical difficulty exists because of the unique identification needs of a theater and because of the 
physical characteristics of the property.  
 
A concert hall would be categorized in the zoning code as a theater. Chapter 543, Article V of the 
zoning code lists theaters as a land use with unique identification needs and corresponding special 
signage regulations (Chapter 543.290). This provision primarily references theatre marquees, which 
are the traditional means by which theaters advertising upcoming events.  

 
Orchestra Hall was not designed in the traditional “theatre” style and does not contain a marquee. 
Nonetheless, it has similar identification needs. Allowing sufficient space to advertise upcoming 
shows addresses this unique need. Orchestral concerts are often single performances, unlike many 
Broadway tours or feature films which may run for several weeks. Thus, it is necessary to highlight 
multiple events. In April 2015, for example, Orchestra Hall hosts 13 different ensembles. In addition, 
the greatly expanded lobby area is now capable of hosting receptions and events, which could 
further increase the advertising needs of the Hall.  
 
Prior to the renovation, the Hall had 2 freestanding signs of comparable size to the proposed signs 
flanking an entrance on the 11th St façade (see photo in Additional Materials). One of the signs 
advertised the Minnesota Orchestra concert season, the other highlighted a featured upcoming 
event. The new signs would likely serve a similar function. 
 
In addition to the unique characteristics of the use, the size of the property, and the characteristics 
of the building and the proximity of the site to Nicollet Mall are circumstances unique to the 
property. The subject property is 1.68 acres and is a downtown destination. The 11th Street façade 
was redesigned with ample windows to permit views in and out of the lobby/reception area. Signs 
could be installed without a variance in the windows of the lobby (occupying as much as 60% of the 
window area), on other facades, or on other portions of the building. However, hanging signs in the 
windows would diminish the transparency of the lobby, which is an undesirable urban design 
characteristic, particularly in an area where pedestrian activity is strongly encouraged.  
 
Placing wall signs elsewhere on the 11th St façade would require that the signs be located above the 
windows or on a recessed wall far from the street. Such signs would not visible by both pedestrian 
and vehicular traffic, which may increase the likelihood that redundant signage would be placed 
elsewhere on the site.      
 
The proximity to Nicollet Mall is a characteristic relatively unique to the property. Although many 
pedestrian-oriented uses exist along the Mall, Orchestra Hall is perhaps the most prominent cultural 
institution is in close proximity to this important pedestrian corridor. Thus, it is reasonable that 
additional signage would be clustered near the Mall rather than elsewhere on the site.  

 
The previous variance application was not supported by the planning staff in large part because the 
proposed signs would not have been constructed to a pedestrian scale. The former signs were 10 
feet, 4 inches in height. In the current proposal, the applicant has reduced the height of the signs by 
more than 30% to a height of 7 feet. Staff finds that the revised height is more in keeping with the 
desired pedestrian scale.   

 
 
2. The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a 

reasonable manner that will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance 
and the comprehensive plan. 
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The zoning code regulations governing on-premise signs were established to allow effective signage 
appropriate to the planned character of each zoning district, to promote an attractive environment 
by minimizing visual clutter and confusion, to minimize adverse effects on nearby property, and to 
protect the public health safety and welfare. 
 
Two monument signs at the subject site would not interfere with these objectives due to the large 
size of the site and the absence of competing signage. Orchestra Hall and Peavey Plaza occupy the 
entire block face, and the opposite block face contains relatively little signage. Staff maintains 
reservations about the placement of the signs in close proximity to one another. The signs could 
potentially disrupt the flow of pedestrians through the space and diminish the visibility and sense of 
openness of the plaza. The presence of 2 signs may be reasonable given the characteristics of the 
use, but the size of the Plaza permits greater spacing between the signs. Besides the requested 
variance to allow two freestanding signs, the project conforms to all requirements of the zoning 
ordinance. 
 
The property is located in the Nicollet Mall Overlay District. The purpose of this district is to 
preserve and encourage the pedestrian character of Nicollet Mall and to promote street level 
activity by creating a pleasant and unique pedestrian environment. The monument signs would be 
built to a pedestrian scale and would contain information about upcoming concerts and events that 
could easily be read by pedestrians. 
 
As a major Performing Arts venue, Orchestra Hall contributes to the implementation of the Arts 
and Culture chapter from the Comprehensive Plan in a number of ways. In particular, the proposed 
variance addresses the following policy from the Plan: 
 
Policy 9.1: Integrate and utilize arts and culture as a resource for economic development.  
 
Effectively advertising cultural events will encourage patronization of the Hall, which could have a 
synergistic effect on the level of economic investment and pedestrian activity on the Mall. 
 

 
3. The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be 

injurious to the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the 
proposed variance will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the 
general public or of those utilizing the property or nearby properties. 
 
Due to the large size of the site, the intensely urban character of the area, and the 15.5-foot setback 
from the property line, staff finds that the proposed signs would have a minimal adverse off-site 
impact and would not alter the essential character of the locality. In addition, granting the sign 
variance would not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public. The 
proposed signs would be externally illuminated and would not have any flashing components or 
project light onto adjacent property, public walkways, or streets. The signs would not significantly 
obstruct the flow of pedestrians on the public sidewalk and would not be distracting for automobile 
traffic. 
 
Staff expressed concerns that the proximity of the signs to one another and their location in the 
middle of the Plaza may be detrimental to the flow of pedestrians through the space. However, this 
potential adverse impact should be offset by the visual interest created by the signs and the by the 
illumination of the signs, which could help to draw pedestrians toward the entrance in the evening 
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when most events would occur. The previous application requested by the applicant called for large 
signs that would not relate to the pedestrian scale and could be imposing to users of the space. 
Though the placement of the signs is not optimal, the revised pedestrian scale of the signs will 
provide visual interest and will draw a connection between the Mall and the main entrance.  

 
 
Adjustment to the number, type, height, area or location of allowed signs on property located in 
an OR2 or OR3 District or a commercial, downtown or industrial district may be approved if the 
following criteria are met: 
 
1. The sign adjustment will not significantly increase or lead to sign clutter in the area or 

result in a sign that is inconsistent with the purpose of the zoning district in which the 
property is located. 
 

Two identification signs currently exist on the 11th Street facade. One sign is located near the 
intersection of 11th St and Marquette Ave, and the other is located above the main entrance of the 
building facing Orchestra Plaza. There are currently no signs advertising upcoming shows. Two 
separate monument signs would accomplish this objective without resulting in sign clutter. 
 
The B4S-2 District is intended to encourage the development of a higher density, transit- and 
pedestrian-oriented, urban environment with a wide range of retail and office activities and high 
density residential uses and hotels. The intersection of Nicollet Mall and 11th St has among the 
highest volumes of pedestrian traffic of anywhere in the city. Similar to the kiosks dispersed 
throughout the Mall that advertise downtown events, two attractive, up-to-date, and artistic signs in 
close proximity to the Mall would contribute to the vibrant atmosphere of downtown and be 
consistent with the purpose of the zoning district.  
 
Further, the property is very large and it is unlikely that additional uses would require additional 
signage in the foreseeable future. Therefore, staff finds that the sign adjustment is in keeping with the 
purpose of the downtown zoning district and will not lead to sign clutter. 
 
 

2. The sign adjustment will allow a sign that relates in size, shape, materials, color, 
illumination and character to the function and architectural character of the building or 
property on which the sign will be located. 
 
The signs would be housed in aluminum cabinets constructed between Orchestra Plaza and the 
public sidewalk. The aluminum cabinets would relate in shape, material, color, and character to the 
redesigned facade of the building. Further, the interchangeable concert posters would provide a 
degree of color, which would complement the silvers, grays, and blacks of the building’s facade. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Zoning 
Board of Adjustment adopt staff findings for the application for variance by David Sailer for the property 
located at 1100 Marquette Avenue: 

Variance to increase the maximum number of freestanding signs from one to two 

Recommended motion: Approve the variance to increase the maximum number of freestanding 
monument signs from one (1) to two (2), subject to the following conditions: 

1. Approval of the final sign permit by the Department of Community Planning and Economic 
Development; 

2. The signs will be no taller than seven (7) feet, and the face of the signs will be no wider than four (4) 
feet. Sign height shall be calculated as the vertical distance from the natural grade measured at a 
point ten (10) feet away from the front center of the sign, whichever is closer, to the upper-most 
point used in measuring the area of a sign; 

3. The area of the sign will be no larger than the dimensions indicated in the product specifications 
page included in the application materials dated March 11, 2015; 

4. The signs will be installed by March 26, 2017, or the approval may be revoked for non-compliance. 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

 
1. Zoning map 
2. Authorization letter 
3. Written materials submitted by applicant 
4. Survey / site plan 
5. Sign dimension drawings 
6. Renderings 
7. Photos 
8. Previous staff report from 2013 Board of Adjustment hearing 
9. Letters to city council and neighborhood organization 
10. Correspondence (if applicable) 
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Department of Community Planning and Economic Development 
Variances 
BZZ 6132 

 
Date: July 25, 2013 
 
Applicant: Signia Design, Inc. 
 
Address of Property: 1100 Marquette Avenue 
 
Contact Person and Phone: Frank Hickey, (651) 209-6254  
 
CPED Staff and Phone: Shanna Sether, (612) 673-2307 
 
Date Application Deemed Complete: July 2, 2013 
 
End of 60-Day Decision Period:  August 31, 2013 
 
Ward: 7 Neighborhood Organization: Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association  
 
Existing Zoning: B4S-2 Downtown Business District  
 
Existing Overlay District: DP Downtown Parking Overlay District and NM Nicollet Mall Overlay 
District 
 
Zoning Plate Number: 19 
 
Proposed Use:  Two new monument signs  
 
Concurrent Review:   

• Variance to allow for more than one freestanding sign on a zoning lot. 
• Variance to increase the maximum height of two new monument signs from 8 feet to 

approximately 10 feet 4 inches.  
 
Zoning code section authorizing the requested variance: Chapter 525, Article IX Variances, 
specifically Section 525.520(21) “to vary the number, type, height, area or location of allowed signs...” 
 
Background: The subject property is approximately 1.7 acres in area and is the site of Orchestra Hall. 
The property is currently under construction to allow for an approximate 30,000 square foot addition to 
the gross floor area of the existing structure. The property is zoned B4S-2 Downtown Service District, 
and is located within the DP Downtown Parking and NM Nicollet Mall Overlay Districts. The applicant 
received land use approvals for a variance of the plaza standards and site plan review by the City 
Planning Commission on April 9, 2012.  
 
The applicant is proposing to add two new monument signs to the plaza at the west entry along 11th 
Street South. The proposed signs would be 10 feet 4 inches tall and the sign copy would be less than 32 
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square feet in area. The proposed freestanding monument signs would have an aluminum cabinet with a 
translucent graphic and frame and would be internally illumined with white LED. The applicant has 
stated the signs were proportioned to be in scale with the building and to be readable from vehicular and 
pedestrian approaches to the site. The signs would be oriented perpendicular to the sidewalk and 
roadway, approximately 16 feet from the property line along 11st Street South. The zoning code limits 
the number of freestanding signs to one per zoning lot. Therefore, the applicant is requesting a variance 
to allow for two freestanding monument signs. The applicant has indicated that they are proposing to 
have two freestanding monument signs to serve the Orchestra’s unique artistic and entertainment 
mission by posting multiple events throughout the performance calendar. The maximum height of a 
freestanding monument sign is 8 feet and the applicant is requesting a variance to increase the height to 
approximately 10 feet 4 inches. The applicant has indicated the increase in height is necessary for safety, 
especially during peak times when the plaza is crowded and to allow increased visibility from Nicollet 
Mall. 
 
Staff has received a letter of support from the Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association, 
which is attached to the staff report. Staff will forward additional comments, if any are received, at the 
Board of Adjustment meeting.  

 
Findings Required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code: 
 
VARIANCES: (1) to allow for more than one freestanding sign on a zoning lot; and (2) to increase the 
maximum height of two new monument signs from 8 feet to approximately 10 feet 4 inches.  
 
 

1. Practical difficulties exist in complying with the ordinance because of circumstances unique 
to the property. The unique circumstances were not created by persons presently having an 
interest in the property and are not based on economic considerations alone. 
 
Both variances: The circumstances of the quantity and height sign variances are not unique to 
the parcel and have been created by the applicant.  The applicant has stated the increase in 
number is to allow for the display of multiple events throughout the calendar year and the height 
increase is necessary to allow visibility both during peak times and from Nicollet Mall. The 
applicant has stated that the signs were proportioned to be in scale with the building and to be 
readable from vehicular and pedestrian approaches to the site. The signs are oriented 
perpendicular to the sidewalk and roadway, while placed approximately 16 feet from the 
property line along 11st Street South. Staff finds that that property does not have visibility issues 
for motorists, pedestrians or bicyclists and that one monument sign within the maximum height 
would allow for effective identification for the building and events.  

 
2. The property owner or authorized applicant proposes to use the property in a reasonable 

manner that will be in keeping with the spirit and intent of the ordinance and the 
comprehensive plan. 
 
Both variances: The applicant is seeking variances to increase the maximum number of 
freestanding signs from one to two and to increase the height of both signs from 8 feet to 10 feet 
4 inches. The zoning code regulations governing on-premise signs were established to allow 
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effective signage appropriate to the planned character of each zoning district, to promote an 
attractive environment by minimizing visual clutter and confusion, to minimize adverse effects 
on nearby property and to protect the public health safety and welfare. Staff finds that the 
proposed sign is inconsistent with the pedestrian scale and staff finds that one monument sign 
that meets the required height and area would allow for effective site identification. 

 
3. The proposed variance will not alter the essential character of the locality or be injurious to 

the use or enjoyment of other property in the vicinity. If granted, the proposed variance 
will not be detrimental to the health, safety, or welfare of the general public or of those 
utilizing the property or nearby properties. 
 
Both variances: The proposed signage may alter the essential character and be injurious to the 
use or enjoyment of property in the vicinity. Staff finds that the two proposed freestanding 
monument signs, 10 feet 4 inches in height will be inconsistent with the pedestrian scale and 
staff finds that one monument sign that complies with the sign regulations would allow for 
effective site identification. Granting the sign variances would not likely be detrimental to health, 
safety or welfare of the general public. The proposed sign would be internally illuminated and 
not have any flashing components or project light onto adjacent property or public walkways or 
streets.  

 
 

Findings Required by the Minneapolis Zoning Code for a sign adjustment: 
 

1. The sign adjustment will not significantly increase or lead to sign clutter in the area or 
result in a sign that is inconsistent with the purpose of the zoning district in which the 
property is located. 
 
Both variances: Although the applicant has stated that the multiple freestanding signs were 
intended to advertise multiple events, staff finds that the two signs, proposed adjacent to each 
other, would lead to sign clutter. The subject property is approximately 1.7 acres and has 
frontage along three public streets, however, the applicant is proposing to locate two freestanding 
signs in very close proximity to one another, within the plaza area. The applicant has stated the 
signs were proportioned to be in scale with the building and to be readable from vehicular and 
pedestrian approaches to the site. The zoning code regulations governing on-premise signs were 
established to allow effective signage appropriate to the planned character of each zoning 
district, to promote an attractive environment by minimizing visual clutter and confusion, to 
minimize adverse effects on nearby property and to protect the public health safety and welfare. 
Further, staff finds that the proposed sign height to be inconsistent with the pedestrian scale. 

 
2. The sign adjustment will allow a sign that relates in size, shape, materials, color, 

illumination and character to the function and architectural character of the building or 
property on which the sign will be located.  
 
Both variances: Staff finds that the signs would relate in shape, material, color, illumination and 
character of the building on the property; however, the proposed sign will be out of scale at the 
pedestrian level. The signs will be professionally installed with quality materials. The proposed 
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freestanding monument signs would have an aluminum cabinet with a translucent graphic and 
frame and would be internally illumined with white LED. 

 
 
Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Board of 
Adjustment adopt staff findings and deny the variance to allow for more than one freestanding sign on a 
zoning lot accessory Orchestra Hall, an indoor theater located at 1100 Marquette Avenue in the B4S-2 
Downtown Service District, NM Nicollet Mall Overlay District, DP Downtown Parking Overlay 
District. 
 
Recommendation of the Department of Community Planning and Economic Development: 
 
The Department of Community Planning and Economic Development recommends that the Board of 
Adjustment adopt staff findings and deny the variance to increase the maximum height of two new 
monument signs from 8 feet to approximately 10 feet 4 inches accessory Orchestra Hall, an indoor 
theater located at 1100 Marquette Avenue in the B4S-2 Downtown Service District, NM Nicollet Mall 
Overlay District, DP Downtown Parking Overlay District. 
 
 
Attachments: 
1. Written descriptions and findings submitted by the applicant 
2. Letters to Council Member Goodman and Downtown Minneapolis Neighborhood Association 
3. Correspondence  
4. Zoning map 
5. Site Plan 
6. Sign plan 
7. Photos 
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