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MAKING A CITY SING

making a city sing . .
e plan for a new ‘Boston Common on the water
is taking a rare kind of collaboration

Let’s dream a little, shall we?

It might seem an odd time to
do it, what with so many people
struggling just to make it from
one day to the next, as the feder-
al government takes an ax to
funding for much of what we
hold dear, and mocks the very
notion of the common good.

But there’s a plan to transform a parking lot
between A Street and Fort Point Channel that
stands in proud opposition to all of that. It's a tes-
tament to the fact that we can still work together
to do big things.

The dream: a public amphitheater, right by the
water. There, 1,000 people could enjoy free public
performances by big and small cultural organiza-
tions from all over, including Boston Ballet, Bos-
ton Lyric Opera, Commonwealth Shakespeare
Company, Urbanity Dance, and Circus Up, among
many others.

It would be a place where anybody who wants
to could put on a show. The amphitheater would

Raber Umphenour, an artist and filmmaker, adjusted the architectural model of the
ABRAHAM, PageB5  proposed amphitheater inside his Fort Point studio.
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include lighting and power on

In Fort Point, a lesson in how to make a city sing
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say, ‘Hey, we can do something
bigger and better together, to
benefit not just us, but this re-
gion, for generations,’” said
Bradley Vernatter, CEO of Bos-
ton Lyric Opera. “You can see
how this creates ... an opportuni-
ty, and a hope and joy, that is
much bigger than any of us can
do on our own."

The design also includes a
proper dock, a place to launch
canoes, dragon boats, and art-
work into the water easily, part
of a wider plan to bring the en-
tire Fort Point Channel to life.

“Fort Point Channel is 50
acres of quiet water in the heart
of Boston waiting to be discov-
ered by most people,” said Chris
Mancini, executive director of
Save the Harbor/Save the Bay.
“Development and public bene-
fits here will create an iconic
new public space — a Boston

Common on the water.”
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It will all be completely open
to all, who will be able to use the
amphitheater and dock — an ex-
tension of the two public parks
also planned for the site, closer
to A street — to gather and luxu-

riate.

Delightful, right?

Maybe turning that part of
the city into a destination seems
unlikely to some. So did creating
the gorgeous Greenway, not long
ago.

The amphitheater will also
make the 6.5-acre site, called
Ch 1sie more i to- il-
ient. The terraced seating will
act as a berm, flood protection
for the office buildings, market
rate and affordable housing,
parks, and civic spaces planned
there.

The artists and others who
live in this tight neighborhood of
converted warehouses also want
protection from another kind of
tide. These brick buildings have
for decades been the site of bat-
tles between longtime residents
and developers who have tried
to push them out to make way
for more profitable properties.
Residents have long feared that
Fort Point would become a soul-
less place, a magnet for people
who can afford exorbitant rent
and shop in fancy, generic stores
— like the Seaport, right next
door.

The rise of the Seaport
“seemed like a feeding frenzy,”
said Don Eyles, an artist who has
lived in Fort Point since 1984.
“There was an attitude there

that any devel is better ones. They
than no development, and I the company that anything less
think that is a poisonous atti- would be a huge missed oppor-
tude” tunity.

In the past, he said, activists “The energy and effort and
in the neighborhood have mea- the i
sured success by how effectively  provided was something I have
they've been able to thwart de-  not [seen] in my 40-year real-es-
velopers. But this has been dif- tate career,” said Steve Faber, ex-
ferent. Related Beal has listened,  ecutive vice president at Related

as residents and artists have re-
peatedly joined to demand
more. And those residents ha-
ven't just opposed plans — they
have marshaled their abilities to
offer detailed proposals for more

Beal. “Here is a group, they don’t
just complain or argue, they say,
‘Here is the analysis, and here is
the answer we would like to sug-
gest.” How can you not respect
that?”

Along the way, arts organiza-
tions that might be inclined to
see each other as competition for
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Some of the group behind
the project walked through
the Fort Point Channel
district recently. Left:
Arrayed on baking trays, 3-
D-printed human models
awaited placement on the
detailed architectural model
of the amphitheater inside
Raber Umphenour’s studio.

nelside, citing the need for great-
er climate resiliency, among oth-
er issues. But those who have
signed on say they’re with
the concessions the developer
has made here, including mak-
ing 20 percent of the planned
housing affordable.

They're not just supporting
the project, but actively trying to
make it happen. There is a sur-
plus of office and lab space in
Boston right now, and Channel-
side won't be completed in this
business climate without an an-
chor tenant. No buildings, no

hitk Faber esti

donors and audiences have be-
come formidable allies. They're
a force with whom future devel-
opers will have to reckon. Expect
them to have a hand in the de-
velopment of the nearby Gillette
razor manufacturing plant prop-
erty, 31 acres along the channel
that will be vacant once the com-
pany moves its factory to An-
dover in the next year or two.
Not everyone in Fort Point is
enamored of the plans for Chan-

that, once a tenant is secured,
the amphitheater could be open
in three years or so. The arts or-
ganizations have lobbied Gil-
lette, which is keeping its admin-
istrative offices in South Boston,
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whose A Street studio
hosts a scale model of the am-
phitheater proposal. “But it
doesn’t make sense to advocate
for something, be successful,
and stay on the sidelines. We
have to get it over the finish
line.”

‘The amphitheater will be vi-
tal not just to artists and per-
formers, but also to the city. The
creative economy generates
some $15 billion annually in
Boston, employing 70,000 peo-
ple. The arts make cities more
welcoming, and more safe, be-
cause there are more people
around.

“These things are core to the
success of 21st-century cities,
not just nice to have,” said Jo-
seph Henry, the city’s director of
cultural planning

The pandemic hollowed out
Boston. We need to decide what
cities become in an era of remote
work and vacant office spaces.
To survive, they have to be about
more than just work. They have
to be places people want to visit,
and live in.

“There have got to be reasons
to be in a city that go beyond
commerce,” Umphenour said.
“That’s what civic life and arts

to be that tenant. and culture are about.”

“I think we are as surprised We have to do big things.
as anyone that we have become  How else do we survive?
the ber-one ch ions for
an enormous develop proj-  Globe col: ist Yoonne
ect in the neighborhood,” said Abraham can be reached at
Raber Umphenour, an artistand  yvonne.abraham@globe.com.

Page 2 of 2



