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The Secretary of the Interior’s ‘“‘Standards for Historic Preservation Projects” embody two important goals: 1) the preservation of
historic materials and, 2) the preservation of a building’s distinguishing character. Every old building is unique, with its own identity
and its own distinctive character. Character refers to all those visual aspects and physical features that comprise the appearance of
every historic building. Character-defining elements include the overall shape of the building, its materials, craftsmanship, decorative
details, interior spaces and features, as well as the various aspects of its site and environment.

The purpose of this Brief is to help the owner or the
architect identify those features or elements that give
the building its visual character and that should be taken
into account in order to preserve them to the max-
imum extent possible.

There are different ways of understanding old
buildings. They can be seen as examples of specific
building types, which are usually related to a building’s
function, such as schools, courthouses or churches.
Buildings can be studied as examples of using specific
materials such as concrete, wood, steel, or limestone.
They can also be considered as examples of an
historical period, which is often related to a specific ar-
chitectural style, such as Gothic Revival farmhouses,
one-story bungalows, or Art Deco apartment buildings.

There are many other facets of an historic building
besides its functional type, its materials or construction
or style that contribute to its historic qualities or
significance. Some of these qualities are feelings con-
veyed by the sense of time and place or in buildings
associated with events or people. A complete
understanding of any property may require documen-
tary research about its style, construction, function, its
furnishings or contents; knowledge about the original
builder, owners, and later occupants; and knowledge
about the evolutionary history of the building. Even
though buildings may be of historic, rather than ar-
chitectural significance, it is their tangible elements that
embody its significance for association with specific
events or persons and it is those tangible elements both
on the exterior and interior that should be preserved.

Therefore, the approach taken in this Brief is limited
to identifying those visual and tangible aspects of the
historic building. While this may aid in the planning
process for carrying out any ongoing or new use or
restoration of the building, this approach is not a

substitute for developing an understanding about the
significance of an historic building and the district in
which it is located.

If the various materials, features and spaces that give
a building its visual character are not recognized and
preserved, then essential aspects of its character may be
damaged in the process of change.

A building’s character can be irreversibly damaged or
changed in many ways, for example, by inappropriate
repointing of the brickwork, by removal of a distinctive
side porch, by changes to the window sash, by
changes to the setting around the building, by changes
to the major room arrangements, by the introduction of
an atrium, by painting previously unpainted wood-
work, etc.

A Three-Step Process to Identify A
Building’s Visual Character

This Brief outlines a three-step approach that can be
used by anyone to identify those materials, features
and spaces that contribute to the visual character of a
building. This approach involves first examining the
building from afar to understand its overall setting and
architectural context; then moving up very close to ap-
preciate its materials and the craftsmanship and surface
finishes evident in these materials; and then going into
and through the building to perceive those spaces,
rooms and details that comprise its interior visual
character.

Step 1: Identify the Overall Visual Aspects

Identifying the overall visual character of a building is
nothing more than looking at its distinguishing physical
aspects without focusing on its details. The major con-
tributors to a building’s overall character are embodied



in the general aspects of its setting; the shape of the
building; its roof and roof features, such as chimneys or
cupolas; the various projections on the building, such as
porches or bay windows; the recesses or voids in a
building, such as open galleries, arcades, or recessed
balconies; the openings for windows and doorways; and
finally the various exterior materials that contribute to
the building’s character. Step one involves looking at
the building from a distance to understand the
character of its site and setting, and it involves walking
around the building where that is possible. Some
buildings will have one or more sides that are more
important than the others because they are more highly
visible. This does not mean that the rear of the
building is of no value whatever but it simply means
that it is less important to the overall character. On the
other hand, the rear may have an interesting back
porch or offer a private garden space or some other
aspect that may contribute to the visual character. Such
a general approach to looking at the building and site
will provide a better understanding of its overall
character without having to resort to an infinitely long
checklist of its possible features and details. Regardless
of whether a building is complicated or relatively plain,
it is these broad categories that contribute to an
understanding of the overall character rather than the
specifics of architectural features such as moldings and
their profiles.

Step 2: Identify the Visual Character at Close Range

Step two involves looking at the building at close range
or arm’s length, where it is possible to see all the sur-
face qualities of the materials, such as their color and
texture, or surface evidence of craftsmanship or age. In
some instances, the visual character is the result of the
juxtaposition of materials that are contrastingly different
in their color and texture. The surface qualities of the
materials may be important because they impart the
very sense of craftsmanship and age that distinguishes
historic buildings from other buildings. Furthermore,
many of these close up qualities can be easily damaged
or obscured by work that affects those surfaces. Ex-
amples of this could include painting previously un-
painted masonry, rotary disk sanding of smooth wood
siding to remove paint, abrasive cleaning of tooled
stonework, or repointing reddish mortar joints with
gray portland cement.

There is an almost infinite variety of surface
materials, textures and finishes that are part of a
building’s character which are fragile and easily lost.

Step 3: Identify the Visual Character of the Interior
Spaces, Features and Finishes

Perceiving the character of interior spaces can be
somewhat more difficult than dealing with the exterior.

In part, this is because so much of the exterior can be
seen at one time and it is possible to grasp its essential
character rather quickly. To understand the interior
character, it is necessary to move through the spaces
one at a time. While it is not difficult to perceive the
character of one individual room, it becomes more dif-
ficult to deal with spaces that are interconnected and
interrelated. Sometimes, as in office buildings, it is the
vestibules or lobbies or corridors that are important to
the interior character of the building. With other groups
of buildings the visual qualities of the interior are
related to the plan of the building, as in a church with
its axial plan creating a narrow tunnel-like space which
obviously has a different character than an open space
like a sports pavilion. Thus the shape of the space may
be an essential part of its character. With some
buildings it is possible to perceive that there is a visual
linkage in a sequence of spaces, as in a hotel, from the
lobby to the grand staircase to the ballroom. Closing off
the openings between those spaces would change the
character from visually linked spaces to a series of
closed spaces. For example, in a house that has a front
and back parlor linked with an open archway, the two
rooms are perceived together, and this visual relation-
ship is part of the character of the building. To close
off the open archway would change the character of
such a residence.

The importance of interior features and finishes to
the character of the building should not be overlooked.
In relatively simple rooms, the primary visual aspects
may be in features such as fireplace mantels, lighting
fixtures or wooden floors. In some rooms, the absolute
plainness is the character-defining aspect of the interior.
So-called secondary spaces also may be important in
their own way, from the standpoint of history or
because of the family activities that occurred in those
rooms. Such secondary spaces, while perhaps
historically significant, are not usually perceived as im-
portant to the visual character of the building. Thus we
do not take them into account in the visual
understanding of the building.

Conclusion

Using this three-step approach, it is possible to conduct
a walk through and identify all those elements and
features that help define the visual character of the
building. In most cases, there are a number of aspects
about the exterior and interior that are important to the
character of an historic building. The visual emphasis of
this brief will make it possible to ascertain those things
that should be preserved because their loss or alteration
would diminish or destroy aspects of the historic
character whether on the outside, or on the inside of
the building.

For sale by the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office
Washington, D.C. 20402



Overall Visual Character: Shape

The shape of a building can be an important aspect of its
overall visual character. The building illustrated here, for ex-
ample, has a distinctive horizontal box-like shape with the
middle portion of the box projecting up an extra story. This
building has other visual aspects that help define its overall
character, including the pattern of vertical bands of win-
dows, the decorative horizontal bands which separate the
base of the building from the upper floors, the dark brown
color of the brick, the large arched entranceway, and the
castle-like tower behind the building.

Overall Visual Character: Openings

Window and door openings can be important to the overall
visual character of historic buildings. This view shows only
part of a much larger building, but the windows clearly help
define its character, partly because of their shape and
rhythm: the upper floor windows are grouped in a 4,3,4,1,4
rhythm, and the lower floor windows are arranged in a
regular 1,1,1,... thythm. The individual windows are tall,
narrow and arched, and they are accented by the different
colored arched heads, which are connected where there are
multiple windows so that the color contrast is a part of its
character. If additional windows were inserted in the gap of
the upper floors, the character would be much changed, as
it would if the window heads were painted to match the
color of the brick walls. Photo by Susan I. Dynes

Overall Visual Character: Shape

It should not be assumed that only large or unusual
buildings have a shape that is distinctive or identifiable. The
front wall of this modest commercial building has a simple
three-part shape that is the controlling aspect of its overall
visual character. It consists of a large center bay with a two
story opening that combines the storefront and the windows
above. The upward projecting parapet and the decorative
stonework also relate to and emphasize its shape. The flank-
ing narrow bays enframe the side windows and the small
iron balconies, and the main entrance doorway into the
store. Any changes to the center portion of this three-part
shape, could drastically affect the visual character of this
building. Photo by Emogene A. Bevitt

Overall Visual Character: Openings

The opening illustrated here dominates the visual character
of this building because of its size, shape, location, materials,
and craftsmanship. Because of its relation to the generous
staircase, this opening places a strong emphasis on the prin-
cipal entry to the building. Enclosing this arcade-like entry
with glass, for example, would materially and visually
change the character of the building. Photo by Lee H.
Nelson.



Overall Visual Character: Roof and Related Features

This building has a number of character-defining aspects
which include the windows and the decorative stonework,
but certainly the roof and its related features are visually im-
portant to its overall visual character. The roof is not only
highly visible, it has elaborate stone dormers, and it also has
decorative metalwork and slatework. The red and black
slates of differing sizes and shapes are laid in patterns that
extend around the roof of this large and freestanding
building. Any changes to this patterned slatework, or to the
other roofing details would damage the visual character of
the building. Photo by Laurie R. Hammel
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Overall Visual Character: Roof and Related Features

On this building, the most important visual aspects of its
character are the roof and its related features such as the
dormers and chimneys. The roof is important to the visual
character because its steepness makes it highly visible, and
its prominence is reinforced by the patterned tinwork, the
six dormers and the two chimneys. Changes to the roof or
its features, such as removal or alterations to the dormers,
for example, would certainly change the character of this
building. This does not discount the importance of its other
aspects, such.as the porch, the windows, the brickwork, or
its setting; but the roof is clearly crucial to understanding the
overall visual character of this building as seen from a
distance. Photo by Lee H. Nelson
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Overall Visual Character: Projections

A projecting porch or balcony can be very important to the
overall visual character of almost any building and to the
district in which it is located. Despite the size of this
building (3 1/2 stories), and its distinctive roofline profile,
and despite the importance of the very large window open-
ings, the lacy wrap-around iron balcony is singularly impor-
tant to the visual character of this building. It would
seriously affect the character to remove the balcony, to
enclose it, or to replace it with a balcony lacking the same
degree of detail of the original material. Photo by Baird M.
Smith
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Overall Visual Character: Projections

Since these are row houses, any evaluation of their visual
exterior character is necessarily limited to the front and rear
walls; and while there are a number of things competing for
attention in the front, it is the half round projecting bays
with their conical roofs that contribute most prominently to
the visual character. Their removal would be a devastating
loss to the overall character, but even if preserved, the
character could be easily damaged by changes to their color
(as seen in the left bay which has been painted a dark
color), or changes to their windows, or changes to their tile
roofs. Though these houses have other fine features that
contribute to the visual character and are worthy of preser-
vation, these half-round bays demonstrate the importance of
projecting features on an already rich and complex facade.
Because of the repetitive nature of these projecting bays on
adjacent row houses, along with the buildings’ size, scale,
openings, and materials, they also contribute to the overall
visual character of the streetscape in the historic district. Any
evaluation of the visual character of such a building should
take into account the context of this building within the
district. Photo by Lee H. Nelson

Overall Visual Character: Projections

Many buildings have projecting features such as porches,
bay windows, or overhanging roofs, that help define their
overall visual character. This projecting porch because of its
size and shape, and because it copies the pitch and material
of the main roof, is an important contributor to the visual
character of this simple farmhouse. The removal or alteration
of this porch would drastically alter the character of this
building. If the porch were enclosed with wood or glass, or
if gingerbread brackets were added to the porch columns, if
the tin roof was replaced with asphalt, or if the porch railing
was opened to admit a center stairway, the overall visual
character could be seriously damaged. Although this project-
ing porch is an important feature, almost any other change
to this house, such as changes to the window pattern, or
changes to the main roof, or changes to the setting, would
also change its visual character. Photo by Hugh C. Miller

Overall Visual Character: Trim

If one were to analyze the overall shape or form of this
building, it would be seen that it is a gable-roofed house
with dormers and a wrap-around porch. It is similar to
many other houses of the period. It is the wooden trim on
the eaves and around the porch that gives this building its
own identify and its special visual character. Although such
wooden trim is vulnerable to the elements, and must be
kept painted to prevent deterioration; the loss of this trim
would seriously damage the overall visual character of this
building, and its loss would obliterate much of the close-up
visual character so dependent upon craftsmanship for the
moldings, carvings, and the see-through jigsaw work. Photo
by Hugh C. Miller
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Overall Visual Character: Setting

In the process of identifying the overall visual character, the
aspect of setting should not be overlooked. Obviously, the
setting of urban row houses differs from that of a mansion
with a designed landscape. However, there are many in-
stances where the relationship between the building and its
place on the streetscape, or its place in the rural environ-
ment, in other words its setting, may be an important con-
tributor to its overall character.

In this instance, the corner tower and the arched entryway
are important contributors to the visual character of the
building itself, but there is also a relationship between the
building and the two converging streets that is also an im-
portant aspect of this historic building. The curb, sidewalk,
fence, and the yard interrelate with each other to establish a
setting that is essential to the overall visual character of the
historic property. Removing these elements or replacing
them with a driveway or parking court would destroy an
important visual aspect. Photo by Lee H. Nelson

Overall Visual Character: Setting

Even architecturally modest buildings frequently will have a
setting that contributes to their overall character. In this very
urban district, set-backs are the exception, so that the small
front yard is something of a luxury, and it is important to
the overall character because of its design and materials,
which include the iron fence along the sidewalk, the curved
walk leading to the porch, and the various plantings. In a
district where parking spaces are in great demand, such
front yards are sometimes converted to off-street parking,
but in this instance, that would essentially destroy its setting
and would drastically change the visual character of this
historic property. Photo by Lee H. Nelson
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Overall Visual Character: Setting

Among the various visual aspects relating to the setting of
an historic property are such site features as gardens, walks,
fences, etc. This can include their design and materials.
There is a dramatic difference in the visual character be-
tween these two fence constructions—one utilizing found
materials with no particular regard to their uniformity of size
or placement, and the other being a product of the machine
age utilizing cast iron components assembled into a pattern
of precision and regularity. If the corral fence were to be
repaired or replaced with lumberyard materials its character
would be dramatically compromised. The rhythm and
regularity of the cast iron fence is so important to its visual
character that its character could be altered by accidental
damage or vandalism, if some of the fence top spikes were
broken off thus interrupting the rhythm or pattern. Photos
by Lee H. Nelson
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Arm’s Length Visual Character: Materials

At arm’s length, the visual character is most often deter-
mined by the surface qualities of the materials and crafts-
manship; and while these aspects are often inextricably
related, the original choice of materials often plays the domi-
nant role in establishing the close-range character because of
the color, texture, or shape of the materials.

In this instance, the variety and arrangement of the
materials is important in defining the visual character, start-
ing with the large pieces of broken stone which form the
projecting base for the building walls, then changing to a
wall of roughly rectangular stones which vary in size, color,
and texture, all with accentuated, projecting beads of mortar,
then there is a rather precise and narrow band of cut and
dressed stones with minimal mortar joints, and finally, the
main building walls are composed of bricks, rather uniform
in color, with fairly generous mortar joints. It is the jux-
taposition and variety of these materials (and of course, the
craftsmanship) that is very important to the visual character.
Changing the raised mortar joints, for example, would
drastically alter the character at arm’s length. Photo by Lee
H. Nelson

Arm’s Length Visual Character: Craft Details

There are many instances where craft details dominate the
arm'’s length visual character. As seen here, the craft details
are especially noticeable because the stones are all of a
uniform color, and they are all squared off, but their sur-
faces were worked with differing tools and techniques to
create a great variety of textures, resulting in a tour-de-force
of craft details. This texture is very important at close range.
It was a deliberately contrived surface that is an important
contributor to the visual character of this building. Photo by
Lee H. Nelson
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Arm’s Length Visual Character: Craft Details

The arm’s length visual character of this building is a com-
bination of the materials and the craft details. Most of the
exterior walls of this building consist of early 20th century
Roman brick, precisely made, unusually long bricks, in vary-
ing shades of yellow-brown, with a noticeable surface spot-
ting of dark iron pyrites. While this brick is an important
contributor to the visual character, the related craft details
are perhaps more important, and they consist of: unusually
precise coursing of the bricks, almost as though they were
laid up using a surveyor’s level; a row of recessed bricks
every ninth course, creating a shadow pattern on the wall;
deeply recessed mortar joints, creating a secondary pattern
of shadows; and a toothed effect where the bricks overlap
each other at the corner of the building. The cumulative ef-
fect of this artisanry is important to the arm’s length visual
character, and it is evident that it would be difficult to match
if it were damaged, and the effect could be easily damaged
through insensitive treatments such as painting the
brickwork or by careless repointing. Photo by Lee H. Nelson




Arm’s Length Visual Character: Craft Details

On some buildings, there are subtle aspects of visual
character that cannot be perceived from a distance. This is
especially true of certain craft details that can be seen only
at close range. On this building, it is easily understood that
the narrow, unpainted, and weathered clapboards are an
important aspect of its overall visual character; but at close
range there are a number of subtle but very important craft
details that contribute to the handmade quality of this
building, and which clearly differentiate it from a building
with machine sawn clapboards. The clapboards seen here
were split by hand and the bottom edges were not dressed,
so that the boards vary in width and thickness, and thus
they give a very uneven shadow pattern. Because they
were split from oak that is unpainted, there are occasional
wavy rays in the wood that stand against the grain. Also
noticeable is the fact that the boards are of relatively short
lengths, and that they have feather-edged ends that overlap
each other, a detail that is very different from butted joints.
The occasional large nail heads and the differential silver-
gray weathering add to the random quality of the clap-
boards. All of these qualities contribute to the arm’s length
visual character. Photo by Lee H. Nelson

Arm’s Length Visual Character: Craft Details

While hand-split clapboards are distinctive visual elements
in their own way, machine-sawn and painted wood siding
is equally important to the overall visual character in most
other instances. At arm’s length, however, the machine
sawn siding may not be so distinctive; but there might be
other details that add visual character to the wooden
building, such as the details of wooden trim and louvered
shutters around the windows (as seen here), or similar sur-
face textures on other buildings, such as the saw marks on
wall shingles, the joints in leaded glass, decorative tinwork
on a rain conductor box, the rough surface of pebble-dash
stuccowork, or the pebbly surface of exposed aggregate
concrete. Such surfaces can only be seen at arm’s length
and they add to the visual character of a historic building.
Photo by Hugh C. Miller

Interior Visual Character: Individually Important Spaces

In assessing the interior visual character of any historic
building, it is necessary to ask whether there are spaces
that are important to the character of this particular
building, whether the building is architecturally rich or
modest, or even if it is a simple or utilitarian structure.
The character of the individually important space which is
illustrated here is a combination of its size, the twin curv-
ing staircases, the massive columns and curving vaulted
ceilings, in addition to the quality of the materials in the
floor and in the stairs. If the ceiling were to be lowered to
provide space for heating ducts, or if the stairways were to
be enclosed for code reasons, the shape and character of
this space would be damaged, even if there was no perma-
nent physical damage. Such changes can easily destroy the
visual character of an individually important interior space.
Thus, it is important that the visual aspects of a building’s
interior character be recognized before planning any
changes or alterations. Photo by National Portrait Gallery



Interior Visual Character: Related Spaces

Many buildings have interior spaces that are visually or
physically related so that, as you move through them, they
are perceived not as separate spaces, but as a sequence of
related spaces that are important in defining the interior
character of the building. The example which is illustrated
here consists of three spaces that are visually linked to each
other.

The first of these spaces is the vestibule which is of a
generous size and unusual in its own right, but more im-
portant, it visually relates to the second space which is the
main stairhall.

The hallway is the circulation artery for the building, and
leads both horizontally and vertically to other rooms and
spaces, but especially to the open and inviting stairway.

The stairway is the third part of this sequence of related
spaces, and it provides continuing access to the upper
floors.

These related spaces are very important in defining the in-
terior character of this building. Almost any change to these
spaces, such as installing doors between the vestibule and
the hallway, or enclosing the stair would seriously impact
their character and the way that character is perceived. Top
photo by Mel Chamowitz, others by John Tennant

Interior Visual Character: Interior Features

Interior features are three-dimensional building elements or
architectural details that are an integral part of the building
as opposed to furniture. Interior features are often impor-
tant in defining the character of an individual room or
space. In some instances, an interior feature, like a large
and ornamental open stairway may dominate the visual
character of an entire building. In other instances, a modest
iron stairway (like the one illustrated here) may be an im-
portant interior feature, and its preservation would be
crucial to preserving the interior character of the building.
Such features can also include the obvious things like
fireplace mantles, plaster ceiling medallions, or panelling,
but they also extend to features like hardware, lighting fix-
tures, bank tellers cages, decorative elevator doors, etc.
Photo by David W. Look




Interior Visual Character: Interior Features

Modern heating or cooling devices usually add little to the
interior character of a building; but historically, radiators,
for instance, may have contributed to the interior character
by virtue of their size or shape, or because of their specially
designed bases, piping, and decorative grillage or
enclosures. Sometimes they were painted with several col-
ors to highlight their integral, cast-in details. In more recent
times, it has been common to overpaint and conceal such
distinctive aspects of earlier heating and plumbing devices,
so that we seldom have the opportunity to realize how
important they can be in defining the character of interior
rooms and spaces. For that reason, it is important to iden-
tify their character-defining potential, and consider their
preservation, retention, or restoration. Photo by David W.
Look

Interior Visual Character: Surtace Materials and Finishes

When identifying the visual character of historic interior
spaces one should not overlook the importance of those
materials and finishes that comprise the surfaces of walls,
floors and ceilings. The surfaces may have evidence of
either hand-craft or machine-made products that are impor-
tant contributors to the visual character, including patterned
or inlaid designs in the wood flooring, decorative painting
practices such as stenciling, imitation marble or wood grain,
wallpapering, tinwork, tile floors, etc.

The example illustrated here involves a combination of
real marble at the base of the column, imitation marble pat-
terns on the plaster surface of the column (a practice called
scagliola), and a tile floor surface that uses small mosaic
tiles arranged to form geometric designs in several different
colors. While such decorative materials and finishes may be
important in defining the interior visual character of this
particular building, it should be remembered that in much
more modest buildings, the plainness of surface materials
and finishes may be an essential aspect of their historic
character. Photo by Lee H. Nelson
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Fragility of A Building’s Visual Character

Some aspects of a building’s visual character are fragile and
are easily lost. This is true of brickwork, for example,
which can be irreversibly damaged with inappropriate
cleaning techniques or by insensitive repointing practices.
At least two factors are important contributors to the visual
character of brickwork, namely the brick itself and the
craftsmanship. Between these, there are many more aspects
worth noting, such as color range of bricks, size and shape
variations, texture, bonding patterns, together with the
many variable qualities of the mortar joints, such as color,
width of joint and tooling. These qualities could be easily
damaged by painting the brick, by raking out the joint with
power tools, or repointing with a joint that is too wide. As
seen here during the process of repointing, the visual
character of this front wall is being dramatically changed
from a wall where the bricks predominate, to a wall that is
visually dominated by the mortar joints. Photo by Lee H.
Nelson
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The Architectural Character Checklist/Questionnaire

Lee H. Nelson, FAIA
National Park Service

This checklist can be taken to the building and used to identify those aspects that give the building and setting its
essential visual qualities and character. This checklist consists of a series of questions that are designed to help in
identifying those things that contribute to a building’s character. The use of this checklist involves the three-step
process of looking for: 1) the overall visual aspects, 2) the visual character at close range, and 3) the visual

character of interior spaces, features and finishes.

Because this is a process to identify architectural character, it does not address those intangible qualities that give
a property or building or its contents its historic significance, instead this checklist is organized on the assumption
that historic significance is embodied in those tangible aspects that include the building’s setting, its form and

fabric.

Step One

1. Shape

What is there about the form or shape of the building that
gives the building its identity? Is the shape distinctive in
relation to the neighboring buildings? Is it simply a low,
squat box, or is it a tall, narrow building with a corner
tower? Is the shape highly consistent with its neighbors? Is
the shape so complicated because of wings, or ells, or dif-
ferences in height, that its complexity is important to its
character? Conversely, is the shape so simple or plain that
adding a feature like a porch would change that character?
Does the shape convey its historic function as in smoke
stacks or silos?

Notes on the Shape or Form of the Building:

2. Roof and Roof Features

Does the roof shape or its steep (or shallow) slope con-
tribute to the building’s character? Does the fact that the
roof is highly visible (or not visible at all) contribute to the
architectural identity of the building? Are certain roof
features important to the profile of the building against the
sky or its background, such as cupolas, multiple chimneys,
dormers, cresting, or weathervanes? Are the roofing
materials or their colors or their patterns (such as patterned
slates) more noticeable than the shape or slope of the roof?

Notes on the Roof and Roof Features:

3. Openings

Is there a rhythm or pattern to the arrangement of win-
dows or other openings in the walls; like the rhythm of
windows in a factory building, or a three-part window in
the front bay of a house; or is there a noticeable relation-
ship between the width of the window openings and the
wall space between the window openings? Are there
distinctive openings, like a large arched entranceway, or
decorative window lintels that accentuate the importance of
the window openings, or unusually shaped windows, or
patterned window sash, like small panes of glass in the
windows or doors, that are important to the character? Is
the plainness of the window openings such that adding
shutters or gingerbread trim would radically change its
character? Is there a hierarchy of facades that make the
front windows more important than the side windows?
What about those walls where the absence of windows
establishes its own character?

Notes on the Openings:

4. Projections

Are there parts of the building that are character-defining
because they project from the walls of the building like
porches, cornices, bay windows, or balconies? Are there
turrets, or widely overhanging eaves, projecting pediments
or chimneys?

Notes on the Projections:

5. Trim and Secondary Features

Does the trim around the windows or doors contribute to
the character of the building? Is there other trim on the
walls or around the projections that, because of its decora-
tion or color or patterning contributes to the character of
the building? Are there secondary features such as shutters,
decorative gables, railings, or exterior wall panels?

Notes on the Trim and Secondary Features:

6. Materials

Do the materials or combination of materials contribute to
the overall character of the building as seen from a distance
because of their color or patterning, such as broken faced
stone, scalloped wall shingling, rounded rock foundation
walls, boards and battens, or textured stucco?

Notes on the Materials:

7. Setting

What are the aspects of the setting that are important to
the visual character? For example, is the alignment of
buildings along a city street and their relationship to the
sidewalk the essential aspect of its setting? Or, conversely,
is the essential character dependent upon the tree plantings
and out buildings which surround the farmhouse? Is the
front yard important to the setting of the modest house? Is
the specific site important to the setting such as being on a
hilltop, along a river, or, is the building placed on the site
in such a way to enhance its setting? Is there a special rela-
tionship to the adjoining streets and other buildings? Is
there a view? Is there fencing, planting, terracing,
walkways or any other landscape aspects that contribute to
the setting?

Notes on the Setting:

11
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Step Two

8. Materials at Close Range

Are there one or more materials that have an inherent tex-
ture that contributes to the close range character, such as
stucco, exposed aggregate concrete, or brick textured with
vertical grooves? Or materials with inherent colors such as
smooth orange-colored brick with dark spots of iron
pyrites, or prominently veined stone, or green serpentine
stone? Are there combinations of materials, used in jux-
taposition, such as several different kinds of stone, com-
binations of stone and brick, dressed stones for window
lintels used in conjunction with rough stones for the wall?
Has the choice of materials or the combinations of materials
contributed to the character?

Notes on the Materials at Close Range:

9. Craft Details

Is there high quality brickwork with narrow mortar joints?
Is there hand-tooled or patterned stonework? Do the walls
exhibit carefully struck vertical mortar joints and recessed
horizontal joints? Is the wall shinglework laid up in pat-
terns or does it retain evidence of the circular saw marks or
can the grain of the wood be seen through the semi-
transparent stain? Are there hand split or hand-dressed
clapboards, or machine smooth beveled siding, or wood
rusticated to look like stone, or Art Deco zigzag designs ex-
ecuted in stucco?

Almost any evidence of craft details, whether handmade
or machinemade, will contribute to the character of a
building because it is a manifestation of the materials, of
the times in which the work was done, and of the tools
and processes that were used. It further reflects the effects
of time, of maintenance (and/or neglect) that the building
has received over the years. All of these aspects are a part
of the surface qualities that are seen only at close range.

Notes on the Craft Details:

Step Three

10. Individual Spaces

Are there individual rooms or spaces that are important to
this building because of their size, height, proportion, con-
figuration, or function, like the center hallway in a house,
or the bank lobby, or the school auditorium, or the
ballroom in a hotel, or a courtroom in a county courthouse?

Notes on the Individual Spaces:

11. Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces

Are there adjoining rooms that are visually and physically
related with large doorways or open archways so that they
are perceived as related rooms as opposed to separate
rooms? Is there an important sequence of spaces that are
related to each other, such as the sequence from the entry
way to the lobby to the stairway and to the upper balcony
as in a theatre; or the sequence in a residence from the en-
try vestibule to the hallway to the front parlor, and on
through the sliding doors to the back parlor; or the se-
quence in an office building from the entry vestibule to the
lobby to the bank of elevators?

Notes on the Related Spaces and Sequences of Spaces:

12. Interior Features

Are there interior features that help define the character of
the building, such as fireplace mantels, stairways and

balustrades, arched openings, interior shutters, inglenooks,
cornices, ceiling medallions, light fixtures, balconies, doors,

windows, hardware, wainscotting, panelling, trim, church
pews, courtroom bars, teller cages, waiting room benches?

Notes on the Interior Features:

13. Surface Finishes and Materials

Are there surface finishes and materials that can affect the
design, the color or the texture of the interior? Are there
materials and finishes or craft practices that contribute to
the interior character, such as wooden parquet floors,
checkerboard marble floors, pressed metal ceilings, fine
hardwoods, grained doors or marblized surfaces, or
polychrome painted surfaces, or stencilling, or wallpaper
that is important to the historic character? Are there surface
finishes and materials that, because of their plainness, are
imparting the essential character of the interior such as
hard or bright, shiny wall surfaces of plaster or glass or
metal?

Notes on the Surface Finishes and Materials:

14. Exposed Structure

Are there spaces where the exposed structural elements
define the interior character such as the exposed posts,
beams, and trusses in a church or train shed or factory?
Are there rooms with decorative ceiling beams (non-
structural) in bungalows, or exposed vigas in adobe
buildings?

Notes on the Exposed Structure:

This concludes the three-step process of identifying
the visual aspects of historic buildings and is in-
tended as an aid in preserving their character and
other distinguishing qualities. It is not intended as a
means of understanding the significance of historical
properties or districts, nor of the events or people
associated with them. That can only be done through
other kinds of research and investigation.

This Preservation Brief was originally developed as a slide
talk/methodology in 1982 to discuss the use of the Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation in relation to
preserving historic character; and it was amplified and
modified in succeeding years to help guide preservation
decisionmaking, initially for maintenance personnel in the
National Park Service. A number of people contributed to
the evolution of the ideas presented here. Special thanks go
to Emogene Bevitt and Gary Hume, primarily for the many
and frequent discussions relating to this approach in its
evolutionary stages; to Mark Fram, Ontario Heritage Foun-
dation, Toronto, for suggesting several additions to the
Checklist; and more recently, to my co-workers, both in
Washington and in our regional offices, especially Ward
Jandl, Sara Blumenthal, Charles Fisher, Sharon Park, AIA,
Jean Travers, Camille Martone, Susan Dynes, Michael
Auer, Anne Grimmer, Kay Weeks, Betsy Chittenden,
Patrick Andrus, Carol Shull, Hugh Miller, FAIA, Jerry
Rogers, Paul Alley, David Look, AIA, Margaret Pepin-
Donat, Bonnie Halda, Keith Everett, Thomas Keohan, the
Preservation Services Division, Mid-Atlantic Region, and
several reviewers in state preservation offices, especially
Ann Haaker, Illinois; and Stan Graves, AIA, Texas; for pro-
viding very critical and constructive review of the
manuscript.

This publication has been prepared pursuant to the Na-
tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended. Com-
ments on the usefulness of this information are welcomed
and can be sent to Mr. Nelson, Preservation Assistance
Division, National Park Service, U.S. Department of the In-
terior, P.O. Box 37127, Washington, D.C. 20013-7127. This
publication is not copyrighted and can be reproduced
without penalty. Normal procedures for credit to the author
and the National Park Service are appreciated.
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features or finishes.

A floor plan, the arrangement of spaces, and features and applied finishes may be individually or collectively important in
defining the historic character of the building and the purpose for which it was constructed. Thus, their identification, reten-
tion, protection, and repair should be given prime consideration in every preservation project. Caution should be exercised in
developing plans that would radically change character-defining spaces or that would obscure, damage or destroy interior

While the exterior of a building may be its most
prominent visible aspect, or its “‘public face,”’ its in-
terior can be even more important in conveying the
building’s history and development over time.
Rehabilitation within the context of the Secretary of
the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation calls for the
preservation of exterior and interior portions or
features of the building that are significant to its
historic, architectural and cultural values.

Interior components worthy of preservation may in-
clude the building’s plan (sequence of spaces and cir-
culation patterns), the building’s spaces (rooms and
volumes), individual architectural features, and the
various finishes and materials that make up the
walls, floors, and ceilings. A theater auditorium or
sequences of rooms such as double parlors or a lobby
leading to a stairway that ascends to a mezzanine
may comprise a building’s most important spaces. In-
dividual rooms may contain notable features such as
plaster cornices, millwork, parquet wood floors, and
hardware. Paints, wall coverings, and finishing
techniques such as graining, may provide color, tex-
ture, and patterns which add to a building’s unique
character.

Virtually all rehabilitations of historic buildings in-
volve some degree of interior alteration, even if the
buildings are to be used for their original purpose.
Interior rehabilitation proposals may range from
preservation of existing features and spaces to total
reconfigurations. In some cases, depending on the
building, restoration may be warranted to preserve
historic character adequately; in other cases, extensive
alterations may be perfectly acceptable.

This Preservation Brief has been developed to assist
building owners and architects in identifying and
evaluating those elements of a building’s interior that

contribute to its historic character and in planning for
the preservation of those elements in the process of
rehabilitation. The guidance applies to all building
types and styles, from 18th century churches to 20th
century office buildings. The Brief does not attempt
to provide specific advice on preservation techniques
and treatments, given the vast range of buildings, but
rather suggests general preservation approaches to
guide construction work.

Identifying and Evaluating the Importance
of Interior Elements Prior to Rehabilitation

Before determining what uses might be appropriate
and before drawing up plans, a thorough professional
assessment should be undertaken to identify those
tangible architectural components that, prior to
rehabilitation, convey the building’s sense of time
and place—that is , its ‘“historic character.”” Such an
assessment, accomplished by walking through and
taking account of each element that makes up the in-
terior, can help ensure that a truly compatible use for
the building, one that requires minimal alteration to
the building, is selected.

Researching The Building’s History

A review of the building’s history will reveal why
and when the building achieved significance or how
it contributes to the significance of the district. This
information helps to evaluate whether a particular
rehabilitation treatment will be appropriate to the
building and whether it will preserve those tangible
components of the building that convey its
significance for association with specific events or
persons along with its architectural importance. In
this regard, National Register files may prove useful
in explaining why and for what period of time the



building is significant. In some cases research may
show that later alterations are significant to the
building; in other cases, the alterations may be
without historical or architectural merit, and may be
removed in the rehabilitation.

Identifying Interior Elements

Interiors of buildings can be seen as a series of
primary and secondary spaces. The goal of the
assessment is to identify which elements contribute to
the building’s character and which do not.
Sometimes it will be the sequence and flow of spaces,
and not just the individual rooms themselves, that
contribute to the building’s character. This is par-
ticularly evident in buildings that have strong central
axes or those that are consciously asymmetrical in
design. In other cases, it may be the size or shape of
the space that is distinctive. The importance of some
interiors may not be readily apparent based on a
visual inspection; sometimes rooms that do not ap-
pear to be architecturally distinguished are associated
with important persons and events that occurred
within the building.

Primary spaces, are found in all buildings, both
monumental and modest. Examples may include
foyers, corridors, elevator lobbies, assembly rooms,
stairhalls, and parlors. Often they are the places in
the building that the public uses and sees; sometimes
they are the most architecturally detailed spaces in
the building, carefully proportioned and finished with
costly materials. They may be functionally and ar-
chitecturally related to the building’s external ap-
pearance. In a simpler building, a primary space may
be distinguishable only by its location, size, propor-
tions, or use. Primary spaces are always important to
the character of the building and should be
preserved.

Secondary spaces are generally more utilitarian in
appearance and size than primary spaces. They may
include areas and rooms that service the building,
such as bathrooms, and kitchens. Examples of
secondary spaces in a commercial or office structure
may include storerooms, service corridors, and in
some cases, the offices themselves. Secondary spaces
tend to be of less importance to the building and may
accept greater change in the course of work without
compromising the building’s historic character.

Spaces are often designed to interrelate both visu-
ally and functionally. The sequence of spaces, such
as vestibule-hall-parlor or foyer-lobby-stair-auditorium
or stairhall-corridor-classroom, can define and express
the building’s historic function and unique character.
Important sequences of spaces should be identified
and retained in the rehabilitation project.

Floor plans may also be distinctive and
characteristic of a style of architecture or a region. Ex-
amples include Greek Revival and shotgun houses.
Floor plans may also reflect social, educational, and
medical theories of the period. Many 19th century
psychiatric institutions, for example, had plans based
on the ideas of Thomas Kirkbride, a Philadelphia doc-
tor who authored a book on asylum design.

In addition to evaluating the relative importance of
the various spaces, the assessment should identify ar-
chitectural features and finishes that are part of the
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Figure 1. This architect-designed interior reflects early 20th cen-
tury American taste: the checkerboard tile floor, wood wainscot,
coffered ceiling, and open staircase are richly detailed and crafted
by hand. Not only are the individual architectural features worthy
of preservation, but the planned sequence of spaces—entry hall,
stairs, stair landings, and loggia—imparts a grandeur that is
characteristic of high style residences of this period. This interior
is of Greystone, Los Angeles, California. Photography for HABS
by Jack E. Boucher

Figure 2. The interiors of mills and industrial buildings frequently
are open, unadorned spaces with exposed structural elements.
While the new uses to which this space could be put are many—
retail, residential, or office—the generous floor-to-ceiling height
and exposed truss system are important character-defining features
and should be retained in the process of rehabilitation.
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Figure 3. The floor plan at left is characteristic of many 19th century Greek Revival houses, with large rooms flanking a central hall.
In the process of rehabilitation, the plan (at right) was drastically altered to accommodate two duplex apartments. The open stair was
replaced with one that is enclosed, two fireplaces were eliminated, and Greek Revival trim around windows and doors was removed.

The symmetry of the rooms themselves was destroyed with the insertion of bathrooms and kitchens. Few vestiges of the 19th century

interior survived the rehabilitation. Drawing by Neal A. Vogel

Figure 4. Many institutional buildings possess distinctive spaces
or floor plans that are important in conveying the significance of
the property. Finding new compatible uses for these buildings and
preserving the buildings’ historic character can be a difficult, if
not impossible, task. One such case is Mechanics Hall in
Worcester, Massachusetts, constructed between 1855 and 1857.
This grand hall, which occupies the entire third floor of the
building, could not be subdivided without destroying the integrity
of the space.

interior’s history and character. Marble or wood
wainscoting in corridors, elevator cabs, crown
molding, baseboards, mantels, ceiling medallions,
window and door trim, tile and parquet floors, and
staircases are among those features that can be found
in historic buildings. Architectural finishes of note
may include grained woodwork, marbleized columns,
and plastered walls. Those features that are
characteristic of the building’s style and period of
construction should, again, be retained in the
rehabilitation.

Figure 5. The interior of a simply detailed worker’s house of the
19th century may be as important historically as the richly or-
namented interior seen in figure 1. Although the interior of this
house has not been properly maintained, the wide baseboards, flat
window trim, and four-panel door are characteristic of workers’
housing during this period and deserve retention during
rehabilitation.

Features and finishes, even if machine-made and
not exhibiting particularly fine craftsmanship, may be
character-defining; these would include pressed metal
ceilings and millwork around windows and doors.
The interior of a plain, simple detailed worker’s
house of the 19th century may be as important
historically as a richly ornamented, high-style
townhouse of the same period. Both resources, if
equally intact, convey important information about
the early inhabitants and deserve the same careful at-
tention to detail in the preservation process.

3



The location and condition of the building’s existing
heating, plumbing, and electrical systems also need
to be noted in the assessment. The visible features of
historic systems—radiators, grilles, light fixtures,
switchplates, bathtubs, etc.—can contribute to the
overall character of the building, even if the systems
themselves need upgrading.

Assessing Alterations and Deterioration

In assesessing a building’s interior, it is important
to ascertain the extent of alteration and deterioration
that may have taken place over the years; these fac-
tors help determine what degree of change is ap-
propriate in the project. Close examination of existing
fabric and original floorplans, where available, can
reveal which alterations have been additive, such as
new partitions inserted for functional or structural
reasons and historic features covered up rather than
destroyed. It can also reveal which have been sub-
tractive, such as key walls removed and architectural
features destroyed. If an interior has been modified
by additive changes and if these changes have not ac-
quired significance, it may be relatively easy to
remove the alterations and return the interior to its
historic appearance. If an interior has been greatly
altered through subtractive changes, there may be
more latitude in making further alterations in the
process of rehabilitation because the integrity of the
interior has been compromised. At the same time, if
the interior had been exceptionally significant, and
solid documentation on its historic condition is
available, reconstruction of the missing features may
be the preferred option.

It is always a recommended practice to photograph
interior spaces and features thoroughly prior to
rehabilitation. Measured floor plans showing the ex-
isting conditions are extremely useful. This documen-
tation is invaluable in drawing up rehabilitation plans
and specifications and in assessing the impact of
changes to the property for historic preservation cer-
tification purposes.

Drawing Up Plans and Executing Work

If the historic building is to be rehabilitated, it is
critical that the new use not require substantial altera-
tion of distinctive spaces or removal of character-
defining architectural features or finishes. If an in-
terior loses the physical vestiges of its past as well as
its historic function, the sense of time and place
associated both with the building and the district in
which it is located is lost.

The recommended approaches that follow address
common problems associated with the rehabilitation
of historic interiors and have been adapted from the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation
and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings.
Adherence to these suggestions can help ensure that
character-defining interior elements are preserved in
the process of rehabilitation. The checklist covers a
range of situations and is not intended to be all-
inclusive. Readers are strongly encouraged to review
the full set of guidelines before undertaking any
rehabilitation project.
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Figure 6. This corridor, located in the historic Monadnock
Building in Chicago, has glazed walls, oak trim, and marble
wainscotting, and is typical of those found in late 19th and early
20th century office buildings. Despite the simplicity of the
features, a careful attention to detail can be noted in the patterned
tile floor, bronze mail chute, and door hardware. The retention of
corridors like this one should be a priority in rehabilitation proj-
ects involving commercial buildings.
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Figure 7. When the Monadnock Building was rehabilitated, ar-
chitects retained the basic floor plan on the upper floors consisting
of a double-loaded corridor with offices opening onto it. The
original floor-to-ceiling height in the corridors and outside
offices—the most important spaces—was maintained by installing
needed air conditioning ductwork in the less important anterooms.
In this way, the most significant interior spaces were preserved
intact. Drawing by Neal A. Vogel




Recommended Approaches for Rehabilitating Historic Interiors

1. Retain and preserve floor plans and interior
spaces that are important in defining the overall
historic character of the building. This includes the
size, configuration, proportion, and relationship of
rooms and corridors; the relationship of features to
spaces; and the spaces themselves such as lobbies,
reception halls, entrance halls, double parlors,
theaters, auditoriums, and important industrial or
commercial use spaces. Put service functions
required by the building’s new use, such as
bathrooms, mechanical equipment, and office
machines, in secondary spaces.

2. Avoid subdividing spaces that are characteristic
of a building type or style or that are directly
associated with specific persons or patterns of
events. Space may be subdivided both vertically
through the insertion of new partitions or horizon-
tally through insertion of new floors or mez-
zanines. The insertion of new additional floors
should be considered only when they will not
damage or destroy the structural system or
obscure, damage, or destroy character-defining
spaces, features, or finishes. If rooms have already
been subdivided through an earlier insensitive
renovation, consider removing the partitions and
restoring the room to its original proportions and
size.

3. Avoid making new cuts in floors and ceilings
where such cuts would change character-defining
spaces and the historic configuration of such
spaces. Inserting of a new atrium or a lightwell is
appropriate only in very limited situations where
the existing interiors are not historically or architec-
turally distinguished.

4. Avoid installing dropped ceilings below or-
namental ceilings or in rooms where high ceilings
are part of the building’s character. In addition to
obscuring or destroying significant details, such
treatments will also change the space’s propor-
tions. If dropped ceilings are installed in buildings
that lack character-defining spaces, such as mills
and factories, they should be well set back from
the windows so they are not visible from the
exterior.

5. Retain and preserve interior features and
finishes that are important in defining the overall
historic character of the building. This might in-
clude columns, doors, cornices, baseboards,
fireplaces and mantels, paneling, light fixtures,
elevator cabs, hardware, and flooring; and
wallpaper, plaster, paint, and finishes such as sten-
ciling, marbleizing, and graining; and other

decorative materials that accent interior features
and provide color, texture, and patterning to walls,
floors, and ceilings.

6. Retain stairs in their historic configuration and
location. If a second means of egress is required,
consider constructing new stairs in secondary
spaces. (For guidance on designing compatible new
additions, see Preservation Brief 14, “New Exterior
Additions to Historic Buildings.””) The application
of fire-retardant coatings, such as intumescent
paints; the installation of fire suppression systems,
such as sprinklers; and the construction of glass
enclosures can in many cases permit retention of
stairs and other character-defining features.

7. Retain and preserve visible features of early
mechanical systems that are important in defining
the overall historic character of the building, such
as radiators, vents, fans, grilles, plumbing fixtures,
switchplates, and lights. If new heating, air condi-
tioning, lighting and plumbing systems are in-
stalled, they should be done in a way that does
not destroy character-defining spaces, features and
finishes. Ducts, pipes, and wiring should be in-
stalled as inconspicuously as possible: in secondary
spaces, in the attic or basement if possible, or in
closets.

8. Avoid “‘furring out’” perimeter walls for insula-
tion purposes. This requires unnecessary removal
of window trim and can change a room’s propor-
tions. Consider alternative means of improving
thermal performance, such as installing insulation
in attics and basements and adding storm
windows.

9. Avoid removing paint and plaster from tradi-
tionally finished surfaces, to expose masonry and
wood. Conversely, avoid painting previously un-
painted millwork. Repairing deteriorated plaster-
work is encouraged. If the plaster is too
deteriorated to save, and the walls and ceilings are
not highly ornamented, gypsum board may be an
acceptable replacement material. The use of paint
colors appropriate to the period of the building’s
construction is encouraged.

10. Avoid using destructive methods—propane and
butane torches or sandblasting—to remove paint or
other coatings from historic features. Avoid harsh
cleaning agents that can change the appearance of
wood. (For more information regarding appropriate
cleaning methods, consult Preservation Brief 6,
““Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to Historic
Buildings.”")
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Figure 8. Furring out exterior walls to add insulation and suspending new ceilings to hide ductwork and wiring can change a room's
proportions and can cause interior features to appear fragmented. In this case, a school was converted into apartments, and individual
classrooms became living rooms, bedrooms, and kitchens. On the left is an illustration of a classroom prior to rehabilitation; note the
generous floor-to-ceiling height, wood wainscotting, molded baseboard, picture molding, and Eastlake Style door and window trim. After
rehabilitation, on the right, only fragments of the historic detailing survive: the ceiling has been dropped below the picture molding, the
remaining wainscotting appears to be randomly placed, and some of the window trim has been obscured. Together with the subdivision
of the classrooms, these rehabilitation treatments prevent a clear understanding of the original classroom’s design and space. If thermal
performance must be improved, alternatives to furring out walls and suspending new ceilings, such as installing insulation in attics and

basements, should be considered. Drawings by Neal A. Vogel

Figure 9. The tangible reminders of early mechanical systems can
be worth saving. In this example, in the Old Post Office in
Washington, D.C., radiators encircle Corinthian columns in a
decorative manner. Note, too, the period light fixtures. These
features were retained when the building was rehabilitated as
retail and office space. Photo: Historic American Buildings Survey

Figure 10. In this case plaster has been removed from perimeter
walls, leaving brick exposed. In removing finishes from historic
masonry walls, not only is there a loss of historic finish, but raw,
unfinished walls are exposed, giving the interior an appearance it
never had. Here, the exposed brick is of poor quality and the
mortar joints are wide and badly struck. Plaster should have been
retained and repaired, as necessary.



Figure 11. These dramatic “‘before’” and “‘after’’ photographs show a severely deteriorated space restored to its original elegance: plaster
has been repaired and painted, the scagliola columns have been restored to match marble using traditional craft techniques, and missing
decorative metalwork has been re-installed in front of the windows. Although some reorganization of the space took place, notably the
relocation of the front desk, the overall historic character of the space has been preserved. These views are of the lobby in the Willard
Hotel, Washington, D.C. Credit: Commercial Photographers (left); Carol M. Highsmith (right)

Meeting Building, Life Safety and Fire
Codes

Buildings undergoing rehabilitation must comply
with existing building, life safety and fire codes. The
application of codes to specific projects varies from
building to building, and town to town. Code re-
quirements may make some reuse proposals imprac-
tical; in other cases, only minor changes may be
needed to bring the project into compliance. In some
situations, it may be possible to obtain a code
variance to preserve distinctive interior features. (It
should be noted that the Secretary’s Standards for
Rehabilitation take precedence over other regulations
and codes in determining whether a rehabilitation
project qualifies for Federal tax benefits.) A thorough
understanding of the applicable regulations and close
coordination with code officials, building inspectors,
and fire marshals can prevent the alteration of signifi-
cant historic interiors.

Sources of Assistance

Rehabilitation and restoration work should be
undertaken by professionals who have an established
reputation in the field.

Given the wide range of interior work items, from
ornamental plaster repair to marble cleaning and the
application of graining, it is possible that a number of
specialists and subcontractors will need to be brought
in to bring the project to completion. State Historic
Preservation Officers and local preservation organiza-
tions may be a useful source of information in this
regard. Good sources of information on appropriate
preservation techniques for specific interior features
and finishes include the Bulletin of the Association for
Preservation Technology and The Old-House Journal;
other useful publications are listed in the

bibliography.

Protecting Interior Elements During
Rehabilitation

Architectural features and finishes to be preserved
in the process of rehabilitation should be clearly
marked on plans and at the site. This step, along with
careful supervision of the interior demolition work
and protection against arson and vandalism, can pre-
vent the unintended destruction of architectural
elements that contribute to the building’s historic
character.

Protective coverings should be installed around
architectural features and finishes to avoid damage in
the course of construction work and to protect
workers. Staircases and floors, in particular, are sub-
jected to dirt and heavy wear, and the risk exists of
incurring costly or irreparable damage. In most cases,
the best, and least costly, preservation approach is to
design and construct a protective system that enables
stairs and floors to be used yet protects them from
damage. Other architectural features such as mantels,
doors, wainscotting, and decorative finishes may be
protected by using heavy canvas or plastic sheets.

Summary

In many cases, the interior of a historic building is
as important as its exterior. The careful identification
and evaluation of interior architectural elements, after
undertaking research on the building’s history and
use, is critically important before changes to the
building are contemplated. Only after this evaluation
should new uses be decided and plans be drawn up.
The best rehabilitation is one that preserves and pro-
tects those rooms, sequences of spaces, features and
finishes that define and shape the overall historic
character of the building.
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This publication has been prepared pursuant to the
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as
amended. Preservation Briefs 18 was developed
under the editorship of Lee H. Nelson, FAIA, Chief,
Preservation Assistance Division, National Park Serv-
ice, U.S. Department of the Interior, P.O. Box 37127,
Washington, D.C. 20013-7127. Comments on the
usefulness of this information are welcomed and may
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without penalty. Normal procedures for credit to the
author and the National Park Service are appreciated.
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