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Th e  f o l l ow i n g  g u i d e l i n e s  o f f e r  g e n e r a l  r e co m m e n d at i o ns  f o r 
the design of new residential  buildings in Winchester ’s Historic 
District.  The intent of these guidelines is not to be overly specific  
or to dictate certain designs to owners and designers.  The intent is also 

not to encourage copying or mimicking particular historic styles, although some 
property owners may desire a new building designed in a form that carefully 
respects the existing historic styles of the district. 
These guidelines are intended to provide a general design framework for new 

construction.  Good designers can take these clues 
and have the freedom to design appropriate, new 
architecture for the historic district.  These criteria are 
all important when considering whether proposed 
new buildings are appropriate and compatible; 
however, the degree of importance of each criterion 
varies within each area as conditions vary.  For 
instance, setback, scale and height may be more 
important than roof forms or materials since there 
is more variety of the latter criteria on most streets.  

PLEASE NOTE:  The guidelines in this brochure apply only to 
the design of most new residential buildings, and Brochure 2:  
Guidelines for Site Design should be consulted for site issues.  
For guidelines for new commercial buildings, see Brochure 6: 
New Commercial Construction.
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MASSiNg, SCALE AND BuiLDiNg FOOTpriNT

Mass is the overall bulk of a building and footprint is the land area it covers.  In Winchester, there are 
large houses on large lots, medium-sized houses on medium sized lots and small houses on small 
lots.  Many of the smaller structures are rowhouses and are attached to neighboring dwellings.  The 
nature of the mass will be further defined by other criteria in this chapter such as height, width and 
directional expression.

• New construction in residential areas that is visible from the public right-of-way should relate in
footprint and mass to the majority of surrounding historic dwellings.

In both of these examples of detached dwellings and row houses, the proposed new house should 
have a similar mass as the existing residences.  

Not Recommended

RecommendedRecommended

Not Recommended



3

Winchester historic District Design guiDelines

New Residential Construction

COMpLExiTy OF FOrM

A building’s form, or shape, can be simple (a box) or complex (a combination of many boxes or 
projections and indentations).  The level of complexity usually relates directly to the style or type of 
building.  

• In general, use forms for new construction that relate to
the majority of surrounding residences.  If a block has a
mixture of complex and simple forms, either option is
appropriate for new construction.

The shaded rowhouses have a more complex design, while the shaded elements add complexity to simpler forms. 

simple form complex form
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DirECTiONAL ExprESSiON AND OriENTATiON

This guideline addresses the relationship of height and width of the front elevation of a building 
mass, as well as the facing direction of the front.  A building is horizontal, vertical, or square in its 
proportions.  A residential building’s orientation often relates to the era and style in which it was 
built.  Twentieth-century designs often have horizontal expression.  From the Victorian era after the 
Civil War, through the turn-of-the-century, domestic architecture is usually 2 or 2-1/2 stories with a 
more vertical expression, as are rowhouses of all eras.  Freestanding antebellum dwellings are often 
horizontal in proportions.

vertical horizontal square

Most rowhouse examples have a more vertical expression. 

1 In new construction, respect the directional expression (or overall relationship of
height to width) of surrounding historic buildings. The directional expression of 
many buildings in Winchester’s Historic District is vertical.

2 New construction should orient its facade in the same direction as adjacent historic
buildings.  

3 Front elevations oriented to side streets or to the interior of lots should be
discouraged.
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hEighT AND WiDTh

The actual size of a new building can either contribute to or be in conflict with a historic area.  While 
zoning allows up to 75 feet in height in the B-1, Central Business District, houses in the historic district 
for the most part range from two to three stories.  

• New construction proportions should respect the average
height and width of the majority of existing neighboring
buildings in the district.

New construction should have a similar height and width of existing buildings within a block. 

In this existing block, the new design (shaded) does not have a raised foundation 
or tall ceilings like the neighboring historic designs.  The height of the resulting 
new dwelling is too short in comparison with the rest of the block. 
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SCALE

Height and width also create scale, or the relationship between the size of a building and the size 
of a person.  Scale also can be defined as the relationship of the size of a building to neighboring 
buildings, and of a building to its site.  The design features of a building can reinforce a human scale 
or can create a monumental scale.  In Winchester, there is a variety of examples of scale.  For instance, 
a house with the same overall height and width may have monumental scale due to a two-story 
portico, while a more human scale may be created by a one-story porch.

• Provide features on new construction that reinforce
scale and character of the surrounding area, whether 
human or monumental, by including elements such 
as porches, porticos and decorative features.

Porches reduce the overall scale of a 
structure and relate it better to the size 
of a human being. 

Dividing the facade into bays helps reduce the scale.

Adding detailed elements and separate facades 
creates a human scale for this entire block. 

A large building overwhelms the scale of a human. 
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rOOF

The roof, including its design, form, materials and textures, is a prominent element in the historic 
district.  Common residential roof forms include hipped, gable, and gambrel roofs, as well as 
combinations of the above.  In general, the roof pitch is as important as roof type in defining district 
character.  Common roof materials in the historic district include slate, metal, and composition shingles.

The wide variety of roof forms throughout the district helps create the unique character of each block. 

1 When designing new houses, respect the character of roof types and pitches in the
immediate area around the new construction.

2 For new construction in the historic district, traditional roofing materials such as slate
or metal remain preferred for additions or new construction; however, artificial slate 
may be appropriate on a case-by case-basis.

3 There are new metal roof materials available that are pre-coated steel in various
colors. Some of these products can be installed to give a very similar appearance as a 
standing-seam metal roof, and may be considered as a replacement roof in the historic 
district on a case-by-case basis. Industrial metal roofs that have wide strips covering 
seams are not appropriate for use in the historic district.

4 The technology of solar panels continues to change rapidly.  While appropriate use
may be considered on a case-by-case basis, new products that mimic roof 
shingles, and solar panels that fit between standing-seam roof panels are now 
available. It is important to minimize the visual impact of proposed solar products 
by selecting types that blend in with an existing roof.  Solar panels should be 
installed on secondary roof elevations so that their visibility from a public right-of-
way is minimized.
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OpENiNgS: DOOrS & WiNDOWS

Traditionally designed houses found in Winchester have distinctive window types and patterns, and 
doorway designs often relate to the architectural style of the historic dwelling.

Most dwellings in the 
historic district have a 
higher proportion of wall to 
openings. 

Rowhouses tend to have a higher proportion of openings to wall 
than do detached residences. 

1 The rhythm, patterns, and ratio of solids (walls) and
voids (windows and doors) of new buildings should 
relate to and be compatible with adjacent facades.  The 
majority of existing buildings in Winchester’s Historic 
District have a higher proportion of wall area to void.  
This factor suggests that new buildings should also 
share that general proportion of wall to openings.

2 The size and proportion, or the ratio of width to height
of window and door openings of new buildings’ primary 
facades should be similar and compatible with those 
on facades of surrounding historic buildings.  

3 Window types should be compatible with those found
in the district, which are typically some form of double-
hung or casement sash.  Use windows with true divided 
lights or interior and exterior fixed muntins with internal 
spacers to reference traditional designs and match the 
style of the building. New materials associated with 
new architecture styles/forms and materials that are 
integral to that style shall be considered on a case-by-
case basis.

4 Traditionally designed openings generally have a recessed jamb
on masonry buildings and have a surface mounted 
frame on frame buildings.  New construction should 
follow these methods in the historic district, as opposed 
to designing openings that are flush with the rest of 
the wall. 

5 Many entrances of Winchester’s 
historic buildings have special  
features such as transoms, 
sidelights, and decorative 
elements framing the openings 
(e.g. functional shutters).  
Consideration should be given 
to incorporating such elements 
in new construction.
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pOrChES AND pOrTiCOS

Many of Winchester’s historic houses have some type of porch or portico.  There is much variety 
in the size, location, and types of these features and this variety relates to the different residential 
architectural styles.  Many of the rowhouses have steps leading to a small porch or portico raised off 
of the sidewalk.  

• Since porches and porticos are such a prominent part of
the residential areas of the district, strong consideration
should be given to including a porch or similar form in the
design of any new residence in the district.  The majority
of these elements are constructed of brick and/or wood in
the historic district.  Railings are often constructed of wood 
or metal in historic examples.

While porch designs vary considerably throughout the district, most houses have some type of 
articulated entry and these elements help give a human scale to each street. 
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MATEriALS AND TExTurE

There is a rich variety of building materials and textures found throughout Winchester, including 
brick, limestone, logs, wood siding, stucco and wood shingles.  Some residences have a combination 
of several materials depending on the architectural style of the house or building.

TrADiTiONAL MATEriALS pALETTE

COLOr

The selection and use of colors for a 
new building should be coordinated 
and compatible with adjacent 
buildings. For more information on 
colors traditionally used on historic 
structures and the placement of 
color on a building, see  Brochure 3: 
Guidelines for Rehabilitation (pages 
17 & 18).

1 The selection of materials and textures fore a new dwelling should be compatible with
and complement neighboring historic buildings.  

2 In order to strengthen the traditional image of the residential areas of the historic
district, brick, limestone, and wood siding are the most appropriate materials for new 
buildings.  

3 Synthetic materials such as aluminum, vinyl, and synthetic stucco (EIFS products) are
generally not considered appropriate in the Historic District. Traditional materials remain 
preferred for additions or new construction; however, certain new materials such as 
cementitious siding, may be considered on a case-by-case basis. New materials associated 
with new architecture styles/
forms and materials that are 
integral to that style shall be 
considered on a case-by-case 
basis.

4 The use of some substitute
materials may be considered 
for  tr im detai ls  in  new 
construction.  Some composites 
are available in custom-formed 
lengths, such as urethane, 
while others, including cellular 
PVC, are dimensional mill-ready 
blanks.  Flat board dimensional 
materials are available in 
wood-resin composites and 
cement board but are not 
able to be worked in the 
traditional manner of wood.
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ArChiTECTurAL DETAiLS

The details and decoration of Winchester’s historic buildings vary tremendously with the different 
styles, periods, and types.  Such details include cornices, roof overhang, chimneys, lintels, sills, brackets, 
masonry patterns, shutters, entrance decoration, and porch elements.  The important factor to 
recognize is that many of the older buildings in the district have decoration and noticeable details.  
It is a challenge to create new designs that use historic details successfully.  One extreme is to simply 
copy the complete design of a historic building and the other is to “paste on” historic details on to 
a modern unadorned design.  Neither solution is appropriate for designing architecture that relates 
to its historic context while maintaining the look of a contemporary building.  More successful new 
buildings may take their clues from historic images and reintroduce and reinterpret designs of 
traditional decorative elements.
The illustrations and photographs found throughout these guidelines’ brochures offer many examples 
of details from the historic district and may serve as a source for new designs. 

There is a rich variety of details throughout the historic district that add visual interest to most structures within it. 
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guiDELiNES FOr ADDiTiONS

An exterior addition to a historic building may radically alter its appearance.  Before an addition is 
planned, every effort should be made to accommodate the new use within the interior of the existing 
building.  When an addition is necessary, it should be designed and constructed in a manner that will 
complement and not detract from the character defining features of the historic building.
These guidelines for additions apply to schools, churches, and other institutional buildings, as well 
as houses and commercial buildings in Winchester’s Historic District.
The design of new additions should follow the guidelines for new construction on all elevations that 
are prominently visible (as described elsewhere in this section).  There are several other considerations 
that are specific to new additions in the historic district and are listed below.  

1 Function       
Attempt to accommodate needed functions within existing 
structure without building an addition.  

2 Design        
New additions should not destroy historic materials that characterize 
the property. The new work should be differentiated from the 
old, and should be compatible with the massing, size, scale, 
and architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the 
property and its environment. 

3 Replication of Style      
A new addition should not be an exact copy of the design of the 
existing historic building.  If the new addition appears to be a 
part of the existing building, the integrity of the original historic 
design is compromised and the viewer is confused over what is 
historic and what is new.  The design of new additions can be 
compatible with, and respectful of, existing buildings without 
being a mimicry of their original design.  

4 Materials and Features    
Use materials, windows, doors, architectural detailing, roofs, and 
colors which are compatible with the existing historic building.

5 Attachment to Existing Building  
Wherever possible, new additions or alterations to existing 
buildings and structures shall be done in such a manner that, if 
such additions or alterations were to be removed in the future, the 
essential form and integrity of the building or structure would be 
unimpaired.  Therefore, the new design should not use the same 
wall plane, roof line or cornice line of the existing structure. 
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NOTE: 
Decks also should be 
considered as additions 
under these guidelines.  
If they are visible from a 
public way, their design, 
materials and scale should 
relate to and respect the 
existing building.

6 Size      
Limit the size of the addition so that it does not 
visually overpower the existing building. 

7 Location      
Attempt to locate the addition on rear or side 
elevations, or in a manner that makes them visually 
secondary to the primary elevation of the historic 
house.  If the addition is located on a primary elevation 
facing the street, or if a rear or side addition faces 
a street, parking area, or an important pedestrian 
route, the visible elevation of the addition should 
be treated under the new construction guidelines.  
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The guidelines in this brochure do not pertain to certain types of institutional buildings such as schools, 
libraries, and churches.  These buildings, due to their function and community symbolism, are usually 
of a distinctive design.  Their scale is often more monumental, and massing and orientation relate 
to the particular use within the building.  For this reason, the design of any new such institutional 
building in the district would not follow these residential guidelines, but should relate more to 
traditional designs of that particular building type.  Nevertheless, the design of this type of project 
would still be reviewed by the BAR.

This publication has been financed with Federal Funds from the National Park Service, U. S. Department of the Interior 
through the Certified Local Government Program administered by the Virginia Department of Historic Resources.  
However, the contents and opinions do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the Department of the Interior, 
nor does the mention of any trade names or commercial products constitute endorsement or recommendation by 
the Department of the Interior.

This program receives Federal financial assistance for identification and protection of historic properties.  Under 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and the Age Discrimination Act 
of 1975, as amended, the U. S. Department of the Interior prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, national 
origin, disability or age in its federally assisted programs.  If you believe you have been discriminated against in any 
program, activity, or facility as described above, or if you desire further information, please write to the Office of Equal 
Opportunity, National Park Service, 1849 C Street, N. W., Washington, D. C., 20240
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