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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis seeks to analyze and propose solutions to the adverse impacts of urban infill on the character 

of Cincinnati, Ohio's Over-the-Rhine (OTR) neighborhood.  While OTR is known for being the largest 

and most intact collection of nineteenth-century Italianate buildings in the U.S., it has lost much of its 

original building stock since the end of its period of significance in the 1930s, meaning that the 

neighborhood has been left with a large proportion of vacant lots.  Throughout the latter half of the 20th 

century, OTR suffered from substantial disinvestment and population decline.  During those decades, the 

greatest threats to the neighborhood's historic integrity were its high rates of vacancy and concomitantly 

alarming rates of vandalism and demolition.  Since the beginning of the 21st century, the fortunes of OTR 

have changed.  Amid trends toward the reurbanization of many metropolitan populations, OTR has once 

again become a widely desirable neighborhood and a target for reinvestment.  While demolitions of 

historic buildings still occur, the rate has drastically declined as developers and individuals have taken 

renewed interest in the beauty and potential of OTR's historic buildings.  But with heightened levels of 

investment and interest in OTR has come a new threat to the neighborhood's historic character: an 

abundance of visually incompatible and inappropriate new construction on the district's many vacant lots. 

The problem is of tremendous importance because the preservation of neighborhoods does not 

merely depend on rescuing their extant historic buildings and ensuring their continued use.  In large 

historic districts that draw significance from the visual unity of their urban fabric, the quality of place that 

makes them significant can either be reinforced or damaged by new construction on vacant sites, 

depending on whether such new construction is visually compatible or incompatible with its context.  For 

the past twenty years, most infill in Over-the-Rhine has been visually incompatible with the character of 

the neighborhood's historic buildings, threatening to spoil the singular character that gives OTR its 

aesthetic, historic, cultural, and economic value.  Given that nearly half of all parcels in OTR will 

eventually be developed with infill, the potential for new construction to alter or preserve the character of 

the neighborhood is profound, and there is an urgent need for scholarly work that documents the impact 
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of infill on the neighborhood to date, and recommends strategies for ensuring that future new construction 

is appropriate to the neighborhood.  At stake is nothing less than the long-term preservation of one of the 

nation's most important historic districts.  Duly, I intend for the thesis to serve as a useful resource to 

architects, developers, preservationists, leaders, and concerned citizens who have an earnest desire to 

preserve OTR for the enjoyment of countless future generations. 

The methodology will be twofold.  First, the thesis will probe into the theoretical underpinnings 

of the prevailing assumption that infill should be readily distinguishable from its historic context.  It will 

not only analyze the theories underlying this flawed and destructive dogma but will also refute their 

premises and argue for an alternative theory of appropriate infill that privileges compatibility with context 

over the shallow striving for visible contrast between new and old.  In this way, the thesis will approach 

the problem deductively.  Second, a rubric will be established for infill that is appropriate to the specific 

character of Over-the-Rhine, and this rubric will be used to analyze more and less successful instances of 

infill in Over-the-Rhine through a series of case studies of actual projects -- an inductive examination of 

the same problem.  Both major segments of the thesis will take as a philosophical foundation the 

"conservation ethic" outlined by preservationist and architect Steven Semes in his 2009 book The Future 

of the Past.  Following the case studies based in Over-the-Rhine, the thesis will examine exemplary 

instances of infill in other locations through a second set of case studies that illustrate further strategies 

for preserving OTR’s character through appropriate new construction.  Using the insights obtained 

through both methods of investigation, the thesis conclude with a list of concrete and detailed 

recommendations for improving the quality of infill in Over-the-Rhine and thereby securing the 

preservation of its character through the truly context-sensitive redevelopment of its remaining vacant 

sites.  Prior to the noted line of argumentation, the thesis begins with a brief account of OTR’s general 

history in Chapter 1, and a more specific history of events and policies pertinent to historic preservation 

and infill in OTR in Chapter 2.            
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Chapter 1: Historical Development of Over-the-Rhine 

The purpose of this thesis is not to tell the history of Over-the-Rhine (OTR), which is well documented 

and recounted elsewhere.  However, a brief overview of the neighborhood’s historical development is 

essential to understanding what makes OTR unique, significant, and worth preserving. 

Spanning approximately 360 acres and 110 blocks,1 Over-the-Rhine is located immediately to the 

north of Cincinnati’s Central Business District (CBD) in a part of the city known as the “Basin,” which 

encompasses OTR, the CBD, and the West End (immediately to the west of OTR).2  These three 

neighborhoods occupy the lowlands of Cincinnati and are surrounded to the north, east, and west by 

dramatic hills that rise to approximately 300 to 400 feet above the level of the Basin.3  To the south, the 

Basin is bounded by the Ohio River.  A narrow strip of land now known as the Riverfront District 

separates the CBD from the river.  Over-the-Rhine itself is separated from the CBD to its south and the 

West End to its west by the L-shaped thoroughfare Central Parkway, which has both a north-south 

component and an east-west component that meet at the southwest corner of OTR.4   

The Central Parkway right-of-way was historically a part of the Miami and Erie Canal, and was 

not filled in to serve as a road until the twentieth century.5  The Miami and Erie Canal was established in 

1827,6 and the portion in Cincinnati was opened in 1845.7  Accordingly, during OTR’s original period of 

development from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, the neighborhood was 

bounded on two sides by water.  The canal could be crossed on foot or by wagon over bridges that were 

located at many of the current intersections of Central Avenue with perpendicular streets.8  The portion of 

                                                           
1 James B. Gardner and Lawrence F. Mitchell, Miami Purchase Association, National Register of Historic Places Nomination Form, 
"Over-the-Rhine – Cincinnati, Hamilton County, Ohio," Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 1, 1983. 
2 Zane L. Miller and Bruce Tucker, Changing Plans for America’s Inner Cities: Cincinnati’s Over-the-Rhine and Twentieth-Century 
Urbanism (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1998), 1. 
3 Miller and Tucker, 1, 17-21. 
4 Miller and Tucker, xvi. 
5 Miller and Tucker, 1, 4. 
6 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, "Over-the-Rhine,” Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 1. 
7 Ibid, 2. 
8 Rombach & Groene, Canal East from Race St., 1903, Rombach & Groene Collection, Cincinnati Museum Center, Cincinnati, OH, 
http://library.cincymuseum.org/starweb/photos/servlet.starweb.    
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the canal along the present-day Central Parkway ROW was linked to the Ohio River by another segment 

of canal following the present-day route of Eggleston Avenue, where the change in grade between the 

river and the basin was negotiated by a series of locks.9  The canal promoted the growth of industry and 

commerce along its edges, leading to the development of warehouses, factories, slaughterhouses, and 

breweries along the future route of Central Avenue.10   

It was largely German immigrants who first settled the neighborhood.11  An initial influx of 

Germans in Cincinnati coincided with the mass exodus from Germany following the revolutions of 1848 

                                                           
9 John Clubbe, Cincinnati Observed: Architecture and History (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press), 78-80. 
10 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, “Over-the-Rhine,” Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 2. 
11 Daniel Hurley, Cincinnati: The Queen City (Cincinnati, OH: The Cincinnati Historical Society, 1982), 76. 

Figure 201: Map of Over-the-Rhine in Context.  (Image by the author.  Base map courtesy of Hamilton 
County, OH GIS.  Available at https://cagis.hamilton-co.org/cagisonline/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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and lasted until the late 1850s.12  A second wave of arrivals began after the Civil War and persisted 

through the 1870s, though the stream of immigrants into Cincinnati and especially OTR continued at a 

slower pace until about 1915.13  So strong was the presence of German language and culture in the 

enclave to the north of the Central Business District that locals and visitors increasingly remarked that 

crossing the canal was like going over the Rhine into Germany.14  The phrase came into popular use in 

Cincinnati and eventually became the legal name of the neighborhood.  Cincinnati had one of the largest 

German immigrant populations in the United States during the nineteenth century, and OTR had the 

largest share of this population within the city.15 

The German settlers of Over-the-Rhine established many community institutions – especially an 

abundance of churches and schools scattered throughout the neighborhood.16  Arriving in smaller but still 

significant numbers were newcomers from places such as Ireland, Italy, Greece, and Spain.17  OTR began 

as a working class district, with many immigrant laborers and their families living and working within its 

boundaries from its earliest years of development.18  Similar to many of Cincinnati’s nineteenth-century 

neighborhoods, most of Over-the-Rhine was subdivided into narrow and deep lots, often about eighteen 

to twenty-five feet wide and 120 feet deep, with zero-lot-line construction permitted along street fronts.  

This pattern of land development promoted OTR’s strong sense of place defined by cohesive street-walls 

of narrow, contiguous, mixed-use buildings -- typically two to five stories tall.   

Over-the-Rhine’s pattern of development was also conducive to the construction of tenement 

housing, and many of OTR’s historic structures were built as tenements.19  In many instances, these 

buildings are three bays wide along the street, with access gained through a ground-level passage through 

                                                           
12 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, “Over-the-Rhine,” Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 2.  
13 Ibid, 3-6. 
14 Ibid, 5. 
15 Ibid, “Statement of Significance (in one paragraph).” 
16 Ibid, Section 8 (Statement of Significance), 2. 
17 City of Cincinnati, City Planning Department, Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (Cincinnati, OH: City of Cincinnati, City 
Planning Department, 1985), 3. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, “Over-the-Rhine,” Item 7 (Narrative Description), 6. 
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one of the side bays, leading to a narrow light-well with access to a shared interior stair.  Many of these 

buildings had one apartment in the front and another apartment in the rear on each floor, and the units 

were small – often with only two rooms.  Overcrowding was a serious affliction of OTR throughout the 

nineteenth and into the twentieth century.  And, while overcrowding and density should not be conflated, 

the neighborhood also exhibited record levels of population density during that period, coming in second 

only to Manhattan’s Lower East Side.20  Former tenements continue to constitute much of the 

neighborhood’s private urban fabric.  Some of these buildings are fully residential, while many have 

ground-floor commercial space and residences or offices on the upper floors – the same mix that existed 

historically. 

Although Cincinnati’s economy was primarily driven by commerce during the nineteenth 

century, the city also produced certain goods in large quantities – especially pork and beer – and OTR 

was the epicenter of this production.21  Thus, many of the tenement dwellers were employed in those 

industries.  Cincinnati’s pork production was on such a scale that it earned the city the moniker 

“Porkopolis,” and OTR was notoriously overrun with pigs.22  Likewise, OTR had one of the largest 

concentrations of breweries in the nation.  However, a significant amount of locally produced beer never 

left the neighborhood, as OTR also possessed a staggering number of drinking establishments.  By the 

late 1890s, OTR had more than 100 saloons.23  OTR also boasted many other diversions for visitors and 

residents.  As Miller and Tucker note, “Most Cincinnatians regarded Over-the-Rhine as the City’s premier 

entertainment district, for it offered a gaudy array of . . . restaurants, shooting galleries, arcades, gambling 

dens, dance halls, burlesque halls, and theaters.”24  

                                                           
20 Jeffrey Tilman, “Over-the-Rhine,” Society of Architectural Historians, accessed Oct. 20, 2021, https://sah-
archipedia.org/buildings/OH-01-061-0024.    
21 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, “Over-the-Rhine,” Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 2. 
22 Hurley, 38. 
23 Ibid, 5. 
24 Miller and Tucker, 2. 
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Over-the-Rhine changed significantly in the early decades of the twentieth century.25  The ethnic 

German population began to dissipate for a variety of reasons, including anti-German sentiment after 

World War I, the suburbanization of Cincinnati’s previously unbuildable hillsides with the advent of the 

city’s inclines and the extension of its streetcars, and the increasing socioeconomic mobility of German 

immigrants and their first- and second-generation descendants.26  Prohibition also damaged OTR’s 

thriving brewing industry, resulting in a dispersal of the associated workforce.27 

Beginning in the 1930s, the void left by European immigrants in Over-the-Rhine began to absorb 

migrants from Appalachia – a trend that continued through the mid-twentieth century.28  By the 1960s, 

Over-the-Rhine’s African American population also began to grow at a significant rate, resulting partly 

from the demolition of nearby neighborhoods such as the West End, and partly from the Great Migration 

of African Americans from the Deep South.29  During the latter half of the twentieth century, these new 

populations added further layers of cultural richness and complexity to the district.   

Despite the entry of newcomers, Over-the-Rhine’s population continued to decline, and was less 

than 12,000 in 1980 – down from its record maximum of 44,475 in 1900.30  To be sure, policies that 

favored suburban development and discouraged homeownership in urban neighborhoods exacerbated 

population decline in OTR.  With this trend came deficits of work opportunities and high rates of 

vacancy, poverty, and crime.  Based on the concentration of need, OTR also became a center of many 

social services.  At the same time, “urban pioneers” who saw value in OTR’s many empty and decaying 

buildings started to reinvest in them, foreshadowing a process that has come to be known as 

“gentrification,”31 although the signs of this phenomenon would not appear in earnest until the early 

2000s.  Beginning in the 1970s and continuing into the present, the recent history of the neighborhood has 

                                                           
25 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, “Over-the-Rhine,” Item 8 (Statement of Significance), 5-6. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid, 6. 
29 Ibid, 6-7. 
30 Miller & Tucker, xix. 
31 Hurley, 146. 
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been largely defined by the tension between two seemingly discordant identities: OTR as a haven and 

refuge for Cincinnati’s poor, and OTR as a charming, upscale district with expensive housing and an 

abundance of restaurants, shops, and bars catering to customers with large amounts of disposable income.  

In 2021, the neighborhood appears to embrace both of these identities, but it remains unclear whether a 

fair balance will be attained and kept in the long-run, or what would even constitute a fair balance.  While 

the social implications of redevelopment in OTR are not the primary focus of this thesis, the importance 

of the matter must be acknowledged.  The policies, trends, events, and key players impacting OTR during 

the past 40 to 50 years are discussed in the course of the following chapter concerning the history of infill 

in OTR.    
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Chapter 2: A Policy-Based History of Infill in Over-the-Rhine 

The history of infill in Over-the-Rhine is inextricably linked to the history of planning and public policy 

in the City of Cincinnati.  It also runs parallel to and complements the story of efforts to preserve and 

rehabilitate historic buildings in Over-the-Rhine.  For these reasons, the following account of events 

pertaining to infill in Over-the-Rhine will focus largely on broader developments and patterns in planning 

and historic preservation within the city and the neighborhood.  Another approach to the subject of this 

chapter could have been to list and examine individual infill projects in chronological order.  However, 

such attentiveness to particulars would derail the more fundamental task of showing how the initiatives of 

public entities, community groups, and private developers have profoundly influenced the trajectory of 

infill development in Over-the-Rhine.  Accordingly, individual examples of infill will not be mentioned 

or assessed in the body of the discussion below unless they are directly related to significant initiatives or 

policy changes.  Nevertheless, it is through specific examples of infill and their individual and collective 

effects that urban planning, policy, community action, and private development have produced (and 

continue to produce) the significant impacts on the character of Over-the-Rhine that this thesis is intended 

to address.  Thus, numerous examples of infill will be analyzed rigorously within the case studies in 

Chapter 5, and while those studies are organized thematically rather than chronologically, they help to 

illustrate the impact of the events in planning, community action, and development summarized below. 

For the purposes of the present chapter, a more general understanding of trends in infill in Over-

the-Rhine will suffice as a primer.  When following the developments cataloged below, it will be helpful 

to keep in mind that most infill in Over-the-Rhine prior to the early 2000s consisted of buildings designed 

to contain community institutions or community housing. Since the early 2000s, such infill projects have 

been vastly outnumbered by new buildings containing commercial space and private residential units -- 

largely market-rate.   

This shift in the purposes and uses of infill in Over-the-Rhine has also coincided, more or less, 

with changes in the approach to urban infill as a design problem.  While trends in the design of infill for 



15 
 

Over-the-Rhine closely parallel national and international patterns in the design and philosophy of 

appropriate infill, OTR's own story of infill development can be broken into three major eras.  The first 

and longest era begins immediately after the neighborhood's period of historic significance and lasts into 

the 1980s.  It is defined by the construction of new buildings that generally embody then-current 

architectural trends, but which were not designed with any deliberate intention to be either compatible or 

incompatible with their historic surroundings.  During this period, the idea of "appropriate" infill was a 

nascent concept, and the design of new buildings in historic neighborhoods was primarily driven by 

considerations other than "appropriateness."  The second era begins sometime in the 1980s and lasts into 

the early 2000s.  It is defined primarily by infill that is deliberately designed to fit in with the character of 

the neighborhood and draw as little attention to itself as possible -- an approach based on the widely 

intuitive notion that appropriate new construction is that which blends seamlessly with its historic context 

and thereby preserves a neighborhood's unique sense of place while adding to its building stock.  The 

third phase begins in the early 2000s and continues as of this writing.  It is defined primarily by infill 

designed according to the counterintuitive ideology that new construction in historic districts should be 

explicitly differentiated from the old.  To a lesser but growing extent, the current period is defined by a 

tension between infill that reflects this new dominant ideology and infill that builds upon the work of the 

prior era by attempting to achieve genuine continuity with the neighborhood's historic fabric.  The design 

issues outlined here are addressed much more fully in subsequent chapters, but the summary given above 

is sufficient as a background for the discussion below.               

 

1925 City Plan 

The history of infill (and preservation as a whole) in Over-the-Rhine begins with the formal advent of 

urban planning in Cincinnati.  In 1925, Cincinnati's City Council adopted the first city plan for Cincinnati 
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-- becoming the first municipal legislative body in the nation to enact a plan of this kind.32  The Official 

Plan of the City of Cincinnati contained various recommendations that were subsequently recognized to 

be unjust or counterproductive (especially those that encouraged racial segregation and monofunctional 

zoning).33  Within the foreword to the Plan, the potential for such flaws was acknowledged by its authors 

– the City Planning Commission.34  However, with respect to historic preservation, the Plan was quite 

prescient in recognizing Cincinnati's unique architecture and urbanism as aesthetic, economic, and 

cultural assets that must be protected if the city is to retain its desirability and attract new residents.  

Indeed, Chapter XIII is devoted to “Street Structures and Appearance,” and it is noted in this part of the 

Plan that “Cincinnati is one of the most beautiful cities in America.  It not only has a wonderful setting by 

nature with its picturesque hills rising sharply from the narrow, winding valley of the Ohio, but in its 

buildings and in its streets it preserves a charm of form and color that is rare in American cities”35 

(emphasis added).  Throughout the Plan, the beauty of Cincinnati is likened to that of many Old World 

cities and towns such as Prague, Oxford, Budapest, Strasbourg, and Paris.  It is also described as a worthy 

rival of other picturesque North American cities, such as Boston, New Orleans, and Quebec City.36  

Accordingly, the authors of the Plan asserted that “Consciously or unconsciously, Cincinnatians would 

greatly miss the charm of their city if it were to be replaced by the more or less standardized development 

of so many of our American cities.”37  And, discerning a moral imperative from this fact, the authors 

added that “Cincinnati has a real and vivid personality that is a great asset and should be retained at all 

costs, for if allowed to disappear through inadvertence, much of the charm of living in Cincinnati and its 

appeal to the stranger, would be lost”38 (emphasis added).  This line may be taken as a perennially fresh 

and relevant credo of the preservation cause in Cincinnati.  Many of the fears expressed in this statement 
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have been justified by the subsequent course of demolition and new construction in the city.  While the 

Plan was intended to project only fifty years into the future,39 the noted threat to Cincinnati’s architectural 

and urbanistic character remains a critical issue almost a century after the document was published.   

It is also a credit to the Official Plan of the City of Cincinnati that it recognized the aesthetic 

value of the urban ensemble as a unified whole, long before the preservation movement graduated from 

focusing on saving individual monuments to focusing on saving entire neighborhoods.  At the same time, 

the Plan does acknowledge the special value of individual landmark buildings and sites in Cincinnati.  

Duly, the Plan is also significant to the history of local and national preservation in that it includes a list 

of important buildings and heritage sites that should be preserved, marked, and interpreted.40 

The Plan also puts forth the view that preserving Cincinnati’s character demands new 

construction that is equal in beauty and dignity to the city’s existing buildings and streets.  According to 

the Plan, such practice is the appropriate way to preserve and respect the city’s historic architectural 

resources and building traditions.  Newer construction that fails to meet the standards for design and 

craftsmanship set by older buildings is therefore not praised for creating obvious contrast between old and 

new, but condemned as a defacement of the gift inherited from previous generations of builders.  Thus, 

for instance, the contemporary Eden Park Entrance Bridge is deemed “not as dignified as it should be,”41 

while the Roebling Bridge is described as “[a] worthy approach to the city.”42  The Plan also identifies 

numerous sites throughout the city with potential to be developed in a manner consistent with 

Cincinnati’s distinct character.  Chapter XII is devoted to “Public and Semi-Public Buildings and Tracts” 

and recommends constructing new public buildings that add to the city’s dignified aspect.  For example, 

the Plan identifies a “promontory somewhat recessed between Clifton Avenue and Ohio Avenue”43 and 

suggests that “in order to complete the “Crown” it would be desirable to assure the development of this 
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remaining hilltop, with a group of striking buildings.”44  Specifically, a hilltop grouping of church 

buildings is recommended to be constructed on the site “[by] 1960 at latest.”45  Such prescriptions are 

notable because they promote long-term continuity with local building traditions that emerged earlier in 

the city’s history (consider, e.g., the crowning of Mt. Adams with the Church of the Immaculate 

Conception in the 185946 and the Monastery of the Holy Cross in the 1870s47).  Continuing traditions in 

this way is viewed as a strategy for advancing the multigenerational project of building a cohesive and 

beautiful city – not as an attempt to create “false history” by making reference to past work (a 

philosophical concept that will be addressed in the following chapter).      

In addition, the Plan recommends a system of design review to ensure the appropriateness and 

compatibility of new construction.  Specifically, the Plan celebrates the fact that “it is now becoming a 

practice to establish control over the architecture of all buildings or structures within a subdivision or 

group of subdivisions, so as to retain its harmony and prevent the incongruous”48 (emphasis added).  In 

order to implement such controls, the Plan recommends that “plans and designs for all structures shall be 

submitted to . . . an art jury, or a similar competent architectural adviser directly responsible to a co-

operative association of the lot owners”49 (emphasis added).  While this concept is introduced primarily in 

relation to the development of new subdivisions, it is applicable, by extension, to the construction of new 

buildings in established neighborhoods.  Based on the Plan’s general statement that “There is nothing so 

ragged and inconsistent as a mixture along the same street, of houses of all sorts of architectural 

treatment,”50 it is reasonable to infer that the framers of the Plan envisioned a role for art juries in 

controlling the appearance of all Cincinnati neighborhoods – not just new subdivisions.  This 

recommendation for the institution of architectural ‘art juries’ presaged the establishment of design 
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review boards that would occur decades later in Cincinnati, including the creation of the Historic 

Conservation Board in 1980.    

Nevertheless, the Plan also endorses certain concepts and principles that have proven inimical to 

the preservation of historic buildings and neighborhoods.  One of Cincinnati’s most praiseworthy 

urbanistic features is its relatively even distribution of great public buildings and institutions throughout 

its private fabric.  But this very virtue is lamented as “haphazardness”51 in the 1925 document.  Instead, it 

is recommended that civic buildings be deliberately grouped together rather than left embedded in a 

complex urban context.  Specifically, it is proposed that many new public buildings be erected along 

Central Parkway to form a new civic center between City Hall in the Central Business District and Music 

Hall in Over-the-Rhine.52  The justification given is that “the combined effect of grouping public 

buildings is far greater than the sum of the separate effects of the same buildings isolated from each 

other.”53  Civic malls in San Francisco, Cleveland, Harrisburg, and Denver are all applauded for 

“form[ing] an ensemble that is often far more impressive than any one of the buildings by itself.”54  A 

cogent, evidence-based refutation of this proposition is found in Chapter 8 (“The need for mixed primary 

uses”) of Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961).55    

In addition, the 1925 Plan is ambiguous regarding the appropriate long-term treatment of 

neighborhoods in the Basin, including Over-the-Rhine.  Unlike later plans, the document does not 

explicitly call for extensive clearance of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century tenement buildings in 

those neighborhoods.  Rather, the Plan acknowledges the problem of overcrowding and substandard 

living conditions in locations such as OTR and the west end, while suggesting a range of tactics for 

alleviating those problems for the working class of Cincinnati.  Deeming it impractical to erect sufficient 
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numbers of quality, affordable housing units for the city’s growing population of low-income families, 

the Plan recognizes that the low-rent tenement housing will remain in use for the foreseeable future and 

recommends focusing “on the amelioration of living conditions in the older parts of the town by zoning 

protection and by the provision of parks, playgrounds, community centers and open spaces.”56  

Complementing these recommendations is a schematic master plan for the Basin, centered on OTR, titled 

“Future Basin Plan and Civic Center, Cincinnati, Ohio: How the Basin should look in 25 to 50 years.”57  

Notably, the master plan shows multiple blocks in OTR – especially in the vicinity of Washington Park – 

that are to be cleared of their existing high-density private building stock and replaced with open spaces 

or public buildings, as specified in the proposal for a new civic center described above.  While this master 

plan provides for retaining much more of the Basin’s historic building stock than its 1948 successor, the 

beginnings of a demolition campaign can be discerned.  Also portending the Basin’s battle against the 

effects of suburbanization and sprawl is the Plan’s asserted pro-attitude toward the development of better 

housing on cheaper land farther and farther from the city center.  In fact, the Plan avers that 

“Decentralization should be encouraged by every means,”58 taking the incipient population decline in the 

Basin as a sign of progress.  While a reduction of overcrowding in the Basin was certainly a desirable 

outcome given the described living conditions at the time, the early promotion of a steady exodus from 

those neighborhoods marked the beginning of a precipitous decline that would result in widespread 

vacancy rates and demolitions.       

 

1948 Metropolitan Master Plan and Official City Plan 

While the 1925 plan was intended to last until 1975, it was replaced in 1948 with the Cincinnati 

Metropolitan Master Plan.  With this plan came a policy in which demolition of historic buildings was 
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directly tied to subsequent new construction.  Per the principles of slum clearance, impoverished and 

overcrowded neighborhoods that were classified in the Master Plan as “deteriorated” were slated to be 

erased and replaced with new housing projects, broadened thoroughfares, more open space, new schools, 

and other resources that were expected to improve quality of life for the poor.59  As Miller and Tucker 

note, “The Cincinnati Metropolitan Master Plan of 1948 eschewed the idea of rehabilitation as the best 

treatment for slums.  Instead, the plan proposed to tear down slums and redevelop the land for other 

uses.”60 Efforts to secure federal funding for such initiatives in Ohio and Cincinnati had been steered 

largely by Alfred Bettman, a longtime chairman of the Cincinnati Planning Commission during the 1930s 

and 1940s.61   

Most of the slums identified as “deteriorated” in the Master Plan were in the basin, and Over-the-

Rhine was designated as one of those neighborhoods.  The replacement development was to be called 

“Uptown.”62  Also targeted for the same renewal concept was the West End, immediately west of OTR.63  

While OTR was primarily an enclave of impoverished white residents, the West End was home to 

Cincinnati’s largest African American population.64  Ultimately, the City determined that it was both 

more urgent and more feasible to start by implementing the proposal for the West End, and the majority 

of this neighborhood was demolished according to the 1948 Master Plan.65  The consequences for the 

African American community and for Cincinnati’s stock of cultural resources were profound.  The 

number of housing units demolished was much greater than the number of new units constructed in their 

stead, resulting in a significant degree of displacement that was not intended or predicted in the Master 

Plan.66  Moreover, the urban renewal campaign secured little to no measurable improvement in crime or 
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poverty in the West End.67  By the time that the City would have leveled OTR, the failures of the scheme 

in the West End had already become apparent.  Thus, as Miller and Tucker note, “Over-the-Rhine 

survived because the Planning Commission, the city administration, and city council took as their top 

priorities slum clearance and redevelopment and expressway construction in the West End and pushed 

hard for their implementation.”68  Had the City’s priorities been reversed, OTR’s historic resources would 

likely have been destroyed.  Without the survival of OTR’s historic fabric, the question of appropriate 

infill would have been moot, since there would have been no context to demand sensitivity.  

 

Mid-Century developments and the 1980 Cincinnati Coordinated City Plan and Comprehensive 

Land Use Plan 

It was not until 1980 that the plan of 1948 was officially superseded.  Volume I of the new Cincinnati 

Coordinated City Plan and Comprehensive Land Use Plan was titled “Strategies for Current Physical 

Development,”69 and the first of nine strategic elements listed is “Neighborhood Revitalization.”70  While 

the previous two plans were also concerned with revitalizing neighborhoods in the city’s core, the plan of 

1980 was the first to recognize explicitly the importance of historic preservation as a device for achieving 

this goal.71  Many developments had occurred in thoughts and attitudes regarding the value of historic 

neighborhoods since 1948.  Federal programs had facilitated both the draining of urban populations to the 

suburbs and the building of highways through urban neighborhoods.  By the late 1950s and early 1960s, 

widespread concern had emerged over the demolition of historic buildings and places as a consequence of 

planning, infrastructure, and mortgage-lending practices.72  Although the resulting preservation activism 
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began at the grassroots level, many of the same principles were soon codified, in some form, by 

government or large organizations.  Thus, in the U.S., congress adopted the National Historic 

Preservation Act of 196673 – just a year after the International Council on Monuments and Sites 

(ICOMOS) was established to promote similar values on a global scale.74  New York City established its 

Landmarks Preservation Commission in 1965 following the Pennsylvania Station demolition controversy, 

and many other city governments soon followed suit.75 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Cincinnati experienced its own shift toward a conscious 

preservation ethic that paralleled the broader trends and events outlined above. 

In 1960, the Cincinnati Planning Commission completed an inventory of the city’s historic 

resources following controversial demolitions of buildings near the Taft Museum and Lytle Park in the 

Central Business District.  Upper Broadway in OTR was identified as one of eleven historic sections of 

the city warranting protection.76  As Miller and Tucker note, “the catalogue of individual buildings and 

sites of historic significance in Over-the-Rhine contained twenty-two citations, more than any other 

neighborhood in the city.”77  In 1964, City Council adopted the Planning Commission’s Central Business 

District Urban Design Plan, which explicitly recognized the cultural, aesthetic, and economic value of 

Cincinnati’s historic urban buildings and neighborhoods, including OTR.78  Unlike the 1948 Metropolitan 

Master Plan, the Urban Design Plan proposed to capitalize on, rather than eradicate, the mix of uses found 

in OTR and the Central Business District.79 As Miller and Tucker assert, “the plan of 1964 represented a 

final step away from the plan of 1948 and the intellectual apparatus on which rested its approach to 

downtown and the slums around it.”80  In 1965, the city established the Dayton Street Protection Area 
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through a local ordinance, creating a safeguard for the character of a surviving section of the historic West 

End.81  As noted in the current design guidelines for the Dayton Street Historic District, the Protection 

Area was created “for the purpose of ensuring that new buildings and alterations are compatible and 

harmonious with historic buildings.”82  This achievement was a crucial precursor to the designation of 

historic districts that would later occur under the umbrella of a local historic preservation ordinance.  It is 

also highly significant with respect to the history of infill in Cincinnati because the Protection Area was 

established not only to regulate the demolition of historic buildings, but also to guard against the effects 

of inappropriate infill on a neighborhood’s quality of place.83 

1964 also marked the founding of the Miami Purchase Association (MPA) – the Cincinnati-area’s 

local nonprofit preservation interest, now known as the Cincinnati Preservation Association (CPA).84  

MPA played a key advocacy role in the establishment of the Dayton Street Protection Area and was 

active in the campaign for more widespread local historic preservation legislation in Cincinnati during the 

1970s.85  Early in that decade, following much effort on the part of MPA and other leaders, the city 

created an Architectural Board of Review, which voted on matters involving both demolition and new 

construction in select areas of Cincinnati.86   

In general, the 1960s and 1970s were a time of renewed interest in the nation’s older urban 

neighborhoods.  In Cincinnati, the Homesteading & Urban Redevelopment Corporation (HURC) was 

founded in 1976 to support reinvestment in vacant and blighted urban houses by owner-occupants.87  

HURC is now Cincinnati’s local subsidiary of the National Community Stabilization Trust, founded in 
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2008.88  However, federal support for urban homesteading began approximately two years prior to the 

establishment of HURC, with the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974.89  HURC’s impact 

on Cincinnati’s historic urban neighborhoods is critical to the history of infill in districts like Over-the-

Rhine, because it promoted the stabilization and occupancy of existing buildings that was essential to 

creating a market for new construction on nearby vacant lots.  

It was in the context of such developments that the Cincinnati Coordinated City Plan of 1980 

stated that there “is reason to be cautiously optimistic about the future of our central cities.  There is some 

indication of movement back to the city by upper and middle income groups.  . . . Renovation of the city’s 

older housing stock has become a sound investment.”90  The Plan was also precise in identifying different 

levels of improvement that are possible depending on the condition of neighborhoods in the urban core.  

Thus, the proposal for Neighborhood Revitalization was based on three identified categories of 

neighborhood: “high deterioration areas where revitalization of housing stock is necessary; moderate 

declining areas where conservation of existing housing stock is possible; and neighborhoods where 

maintenance of existing conditions is appropriate.”91  OTR was identified as an area of “moderate 

decline” and targeted for Conservation,92 which meant that strategies for “housing rehabilitation” were a 

priority.93  As a Conservation area, OTR was identified as a location with a “[p]redominance of 

low/moderate income population in areas of moderate to limited blight.”94   

More generally, under the heading “Historic Preservation,” the Plan asserted that “Within the past 

few years, Cincinnati neighborhoods have recognized historic preservation as one possible catalyst for 

neighborhood revitalization.  The City has a wealth of older, sound structures.  The economic advantages 

of adaptive re-use and renovation have turned a number of neighborhoods into highly desirable places to 
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live.”95  Thus, for the first time in the history of Cincinnati’s formal city plans, the 1980 Plan established a 

policy that explicitly encouraged the rehabilitation of historic buildings in Over-the-Rhine, and not only 

as an end in itself, but as a “catalyst for neighborhood revitalization” that would include the construction 

of new buildings on vacant lots. 

1980: Establishment of the City of Cincinnati Historic Conservation Board 

In the same year that Cincinnati adopted a new urban plan that recognized the value of historic 

preservation, it also established a Historic Conservation Board (HCB).96  Through legislation drafted by 

the city’s Urban Conservation Task Force,97 Cincinnati gained a nine-person committee charged with 

designating local historic districts and conservation districts, evaluating proposals for demolitions and 

alterations in local historic districts and issuing or withholding certificates of appropriateness for those 

proposals.98  However, City Council retained jurisdiction over whether to accept the HCB’s decisions, 

ultimately limiting the HCB to an advisory role.99  The new law also established the Office of the Urban 

Conservator (and the Urban Conservator position) to serve as staff for the HCB within the department of 

Urban Planning.  Prior to the establishment of the HCB, the powers and responsibilities accorded to the 

new body had been held by the Miami Purchase Association (MPA).  This also included the authority to 

recommend and nominate resources in the City of Cincinnati to the National Register of Historic Places, 

through a contract with the State Historic Preservation Office (then known as the Ohio Historic 

Preservation Office), though MPA was to remain formally involved in that process as an “interested 

party.”100   
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Early areas of focus for the Historic Conservation Board included the Dayton Street and Lytle 

Park districts that had been protected through other local legislation since the 1960s, as well as East Price 

Hill and parts of Mount Auburn.101  Within Over-the-Rhine, Washington Park was another area of 

immediate interest for protection under the new HCB, as well as Prospect Hill, immediately adjacent to 

OTR.102       

 

Early 1980s -- Listing of Over-the-Rhine in the National Register of Historic Places 

Beginning in 1977, the Miami Purchase Association led an effort to secure the listing of Over-the-Rhine 

in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).  Between 1977 and 1980, MPA conducted an 

inventory of historic buildings in OTR, concluding that approximately 1,300 buildings within the district 

were collectively eligible for listing in the NRHP, and forwarding a recommendation for designation to 

the Ohio Historic Sites Preservation Advisory Board (OHPAB) in February 1981.103  

The effort did not go unchallenged.  Gentrification was a major concern cited by some members 

of the opposition, who believed that the rehabilitation tax incentives associated with NRHP designation 

would promote displacement of low-income residents by a new middle- and high-income population with 

capital to invest in improving the neighborhood’s rundown buildings.104  The most energetic and visible 

leader of this group was a man who went by the name buddy gray [sic], a vehement advocate for 

maintaining Over-the-Rhine as a concentrated center of Cincinnati’s poor and homeless population, and 

as a center for the social services most needed by that population.  Born Stanley Gray, buddy gray found 

his home in Over-the-Rhine as an advocate for the poor after abandoning studies in engineering at Purdue 

University.105  In OTR, he founded and operated the Drop-Inn Center, a shelter for the neighborhood’s 
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homeless population who struggled with substance abuse, and especially alcoholism.106 (Gray would 

operate the Drop-Inn Center until 1996, when he was murdered by a mentally ill man whom he had 

helped to overcome homelessness.107) An initial protest against the NRHP designation of OTR was staged 

by buddy gray in February 1980.108  Opponents who joined him in advocating against the NRHP 

nomination included OTR Community Council and leaders of multiple local churches (Prince of Peace, 

St. Francis Seraph Roman Catholic, Social Action and World Peace Commission of the Roman Catholic 

archdiocese).109 

Some opponents were also concerned that the designation of the neighborhood as an NRHP 

district would interfere with other local planning initiatives for Over-the-Rhine: the completion of a 

Washington Park plan (in tandem with the Queen City Housing Corporation’s proposal to develop mixed-

income housing in the noted subarea),110 and an Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan, both assigned to 

the Over-the-Rhine Planning Task Force.111   

Those who approved of the nomination on social grounds noted that Over-the-Rhine’s high 

vacancy rate could allow for the influx of higher income, primarily white residents without corresponding 

displacement of the neighborhood’s existing population of predominantly black, lower income residents.  

In this way, it was believed that the NRHP designation could help to facilitate racial and economic 

diversity in OTR.112  Proponents of the nomination also argued that the concomitant tax incentives could 

be used to expand the neighborhood’s inventory of low-income housing.113     

Leaders of the Over-the-Rhine Property Owners Association approved of NRHP nomination and 

were incensed by the obstructionism on the part of opponents.  Diane Smart, Chair of the Association, 
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asked SHPO Luce to override decision of OHSPAB and send nomination directly to the Keeper, Carol 

Shull, alleging that the decision had been made on grounds other than the architectural and historical 

merit of the district, which should have been the OHSPAB’s only concern.114  While Shull did not order 

Luce to ignore the recommendations of the OHSPAB and send the nomination directly to the National 

Park Service, she encouraged that the nomination receive a vote promptly, rather than waiting until the 

end of the one-year delay period.115  The OHSPAB voted on the nomination on December 3, 1982, 

resolving not to approve it after an impassioned performance at the hearing by opponents who feared that 

the designation would mean displacement of the poor.116  Over and above the decision of OHSPAB, State 

Historic Preservation Officer Luce exercised his power to send the nomination to the National Park 

Service.117   While the Keeper was prepared to review the nomination promptly, Governor Richard 

Celeste ordered that NPS refrain from evaluating the nomination and return it to the State of Ohio for 

consideration by his own office.118  While the Governor’s action was prompted by concerns of influential 

opponents regarding the integrity of the State’s evaluation process, Celeste’s office ultimately concurred 

that OTR met the eligibility criteria for NRHP designation, found that there had been no breach of process 

by the SHPO, and forwarded the nomination again to NPS.119  This time, the designation was swiftly 

approved, and Over-the-Rhine was listed in the NRHP on May 17, 1983.120 

The designation marked the beginning of major financial incentives for rehabilitation of OTR’s 

historic buildings.  With this came increased potential for sound investment in new construction on the 

district’s vacant sites.  Without historic rehabilitation as a catalyst, it is unlikely that OTR’s underutilized 

land would have attracted so much interest in development over the ensuing decades.  In this way, the 
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NRHP listing and its associated tax incentives have played (and continue to play) a significant role in 

encouraging the construction of infill within the neighborhood.        

1985 Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan 

The Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan was one of the products of the Over-the-Rhine Planning Task 

Force, whose work had frequently been cited as a reason for delaying the listing of OTR in the National 

Register of Historic Places.  Completed in 1984 and revised in 1985, the document was to serve as a 

neighborhood-specific counterpart to the Cincinnati Coordinated City Plan and Comprehensive Land Use 

Plan of 1980.  The Plan makes it clear from the outset that its first priority is to ensure the retention and 

improvement of affordable housing in the neighborhood.    

Intended to guide development in Over-the-Rhine until the year 2000,121 The Plan defines 

“Specific Goals” in six “functional areas,” including Housing, Commercial/Industrial, Character/Cultural 

Diversity/Image, Traffic Circulation/Transit/Parking, Social Services/Facilities/Recreation, and 

Environment and Public Services.122  The first mention of infill in the Plan appears in the section on 

Housing, under which are listed the objectives to “Promote residential infill on vacant land for residential 

areas” and to “Preserve the architectural character of OTR as long as it does not impede the low-income 

housing goals and objectives or displace residents.”123  The caveat in the second noted objective implies 

that both demolition and incompatible new construction are acceptable if they are necessary to the 

advancement of “low-income housing goals.” 

Under the “Commercial/Industrial” functional area, the Plan does not go into detail regarding 

appropriate new construction along Over-the-Rhine’s commercial corridors, but recommends “avoiding a 

“fast food” orientation along the Liberty Street area.”124 One of the greatest concerns articulated within 
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the Plan regarding new development in Over-the-Rhine is the potential for the erosion of its borders by 

the expansion of the Central Business District.  Thus, the Plan asserts that “The significant development 

evident within the downtown, as well as the substantial growth anticipated in the downtown by the Year 

2000 exert and will continue to exert pressure throughout the southern portions of Over-the-Rhine.”125  

The Comprehensive Plan also includes a Redevelopment Strategy with nine supporting objectives, some 

of which are pertinent to infill.  Particularly important are Objective 7, “To encourage development of 

vacant properties within established areas,”126 and Objective 8, “To improve design, quality, and character 

of new development.”127      

Appendix E of the Comprehensive Plan defines where it is most important to build context-

sensitive infill in Over-the-Rhine by identifying and describing a collection of “Architectural Resource 

Clusters” within the neighborhood.128  The outlines for the proper treatment of each cluster are not limited 

to discussing the preservation of historic architecture and neighborhood character, and include further 

recommendations regarding the provision of affordable housing, parking, traffic mitigation, and zoning.  

Still, Appendix E is the section of the Plan that is most directly and completely focused on safeguarding 

the historic and aesthetic assets of OTR.  The Appendix includes a table of findings from a 1981 survey of 

OTR’s architectural resources by the City of Cincinnati Planning Department.129 Through the survey, 

properties were sorted into five categories based on architectural significance and appropriateness to the 

neighborhood.  In descending order, the categories were National Register; Significant; Outstanding; 

Compatible; and Incompatible.130  According to the survey, 31% of structures in OTR were found to be 

Incompatible with the character of the neighborhood in 1981.  By the Comprehensive Plan’s definition, 

these buildings “detract from the historic character of the area.  Incompatible buildings are out of scale 
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with their surroundings or were built during a later period than most of Over-the-Rhine’s buildings.”131  

The only category of building found through the survey to be more abundant than Incompatible buildings 

was the group of “Significant Structures,” which made up 57.1% of OTR’s building stock at the time.132  

These resources are defined in the Plan as “buildings which represent good examples of a style, building 

type or period.  These buildings have essentially retained their original materials and design and 

contribute to the community’s sense of time and place.”133   

By defining sixteen separate Architectural Resource Clusters in Appendix E, the Plan emphasizes 

the nuanced variety found throughout OTR’s building stock, even though the neighborhood is known for 

its rare level of architectural unity.  While later efforts to promote appropriate infill in OTR would focus 

on protecting the district as a whole under a unified set of design guidelines, the 1985 Comprehensive 

Plan endorsed the creation of different infill standards for each of the identified clusters.  And while much 

of OTR was encompassed within the boundaries of those clusters, other parts were excluded, leaving 

areas of OTR that would not be subject to guidelines for compatibility of infill, even though those 

portions of the neighborhood served (and serve) as bridges between sections with higher concentrations of 

significant architecture.  The idea of restoring OTR’s architectural continuity by ensuring appropriate 

infill for the blocks with the least integrity had not yet fully taken root.                 

 

1985 Over-the-Rhine Urban Renewal Plan 

On August 7, 1985, the City of Cincinnati adopted the Over-the-Rhine Urban Renewal Plan under 

Ordinance No. 358-1985.134  In this Plan, OTR’s buildings were determined to be 96% blighted.  1,848 

out of 1,936 buildings in the neighborhood were deemed blighted according to a survey by the Planning 
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Department that informed the Plan.135  Per the Planning Department’s survey, “Only 6.4% of OTR’s 

entire building stock was considered “sound.””136  The Urban Renewal Plan also noted that 9.9% of OTR 

was vacant land.137  The Urban Renewal Plan concurred with the OTR Comprehensive Plan that 

“Planning and development should reinforce the mixed use character of Over-the-Rhine, including its 

historic character.”138  While essentially sharing its goals and objectives with the OTR Comprehensive 

Plan, the Urban Renewal Plan focused on charting a more specific course for the future of land-use in the 

neighborhood’s five identified sub-areas. (OTR Central was considered to be one subarea in this Plan, 

rather than divided into separate North and South portions.)139   

Under “Goal 3: Improve the Utilization of Existing Resources,” the Urban Renewal Plan lists 

multiple objectives pertaining to the preservation of OTR’s character through rehabilitation of blighted 

buildings and new construction.  Thus, the objectives include “[to] stimulate the rehab and reuse of vacant 

dwelling units,” “[to] encourage the reuse of vacant residential units above the store-fronts for housing,” 

“[to] promote residential infill on vacant land planned for residential areas,” and “[to] preserve the 

architectural character of OTR in a manner which does not impede the low-income housing goals and 

objectives or displace residents.”140  In this way, the Plan was aimed at achieving a synthesis between 

safeguarding OTR’s historic and architectural significance and keeping the neighborhood affordable for 

low- and moderate-income residents (a group that made up 84% of OTR’s population in 1980),141 thus 

attempting to satisfy the demands of both parties who had been active in the debate regarding the 

neighborhood’s listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 

The Urban Renewal Plan also incorporates a Development Plan for OTR, which includes multiple 

policies pertinent to infill.  While the primary focus of the Development Plan was to promote improved 
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quality of life for existing residents, the document also acknowledges “the reality of OTR’s key location, 

which makes it a prime target for redevelopment.”142  Under its general Residential Policy, the 

Development Plan specifies that, in addition to extensive rehabilitation of existing buildings to improve 

and expand the area’s low- and moderate-income housing, “New construction “in-fill” housing should be 

encouraged as a secondary means of providing necessary housing.”143  A related clause stipulates that 

“Rehabilitation and new construction of residential structures compatible with the existing architectural 

character of OTR should receive priority in allocation of public resources” (emphasis added).144  This 

statement is significant because it implies the mindset that affordability and aesthetic compatibility with 

OTR’s architectural character are not diametrically opposed goals for infill.  It also includes the powerful 

concept that visual compatibility can and should be a condition for receiving public funding to build new 

affordable housing in historic neighborhoods. 

Under its general Commercial Policy, the Development Plan asserts that “Design of storefronts 

and offices should reflect the architectural character of OTR.”145  This portion of the Plan also encourages 

larger-scale development for commercial purposes to remain concentrated along the edges of the 

neighborhood (especially Central Avenue), reinforcing OTR’s historic commercial development 

patterns.146 

The Development Plan also includes a general policy on Historic Conservation that emphasizes 

the role of new construction in maintaining Over-the-Rhine’s sense of place.  Accordingly, the policy 

states that “The City also recognizes the importance of retaining architectural character. Therefore, it shall 

be the policy of the City to encourage development which responds sympathetically to the historic 

character of OTR and to promote the use of its architectural resources” (emphasis added).147  The policy 
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also stresses that “Urban Design Plans shall encourage development and public improvements which 

respect the architectural character, density, and scale of buildings.”148  As a strategy for ensuring that new 

development follows the given prescriptions for sensitivity to context, the policy states that the City “shall 

identify and study districts and landmarks within the community for possible [local] historic 

designation.”149  Among the areas of OTR recommended for study are Findlay Market, Washington Park, 

Vine Street, the OCAS/Germania/American Building Cluster, Main Street, and Pendleton.150  The 

Development Plan itself does not include further elaboration on what constitutes appropriate new 

construction in those areas.  However, it clearly contains a mandate to establish historic and conservation 

districts in OTR with design guidelines that do address principles of context-sensitive infill in detail. 

The Development Plan also seeks to ensure appropriate infill by demanding that the uses of new 

construction be appropriate to the context.  This does not mean that the Plan recommends subdividing 

Over-the-Rhine into monofunctional zones.  As noted above, the Plan explicitly embraces OTR’s mixed-

use nature and supports the continuation of this characteristic.  However, the Plan also recognizes that the 

different subareas have different combinations and balances of uses, and requires that new infill be 

sensitive to the character-defining usage patterns in each subarea.151  Accordingly, it includes an 

individualized land-use plan for each subarea.  While the land-use plans do not provide any further 

guidance regarding the proper design for infill in specific locations, they do recommend the density that 

should be achieved through rehabilitation and the construction of infill on a block-by-block basis within 

each subarea.  For instance, in the Pendleton subarea, several concentrations of vacant sites are marked 

“MDR” for “Medium Density Residential,”152 which is defined in the Development Plan as “intended . . . 

to provide for new residential infill opportunities with densities of between 25 and 60 units per gross 

acre.”153  The definition also states that “MDR Districts assume primarily apartment-type structures, 
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although row-house types of development may also be included in these districts.”154  In this way, the 

Urban Renewal Plan and its Development Plan established a framework for future documents that would 

more clearly define the appropriate character for infill in OTR. 

In May 1993, the City of Cincinnati adopted Ordinance No. 238-1993 to amend the 1985 Urban 

Renewal Plan by replacing the Development Plan/Development Policies within that document with an 

updated set of Development Principles.  As explained in the recitations of the new ordinance, the 1985 

Policies were being “revised to reflect current social and economic conditions in the City and in Over-the-

Rhine,” and the modifications were intended to assist in “attracting developers and assuring financiers 

that Over-the-Rhine projects are safe investments.”155   

1993 -- Designation of Over-the-Rhine (South) local historic district 

Approximately thirteen years elapsed between the establishment of Cincinnati’s Historic Conservation 

Board and the designation of part of Over-the-Rhine as a local historic district.  Only the south portion of 

Over-the-Rhine was designated at this time, bounded by E. Central Parkway, W. Central Parkway, 

Liberty Street, and Reading Road.  The designation made permanent the safeguards that had been in place 

through a March 1992 interim protection measure that had required City review for proposed demolitions, 

exterior alterations, and new construction in the south part of OTR.156       

The effort to create the local district was not free from detractors, and involved public contention.  

The fight regarding the local designation in 1993 was centered on much the same concerns that divided 

the parties in the debate over National Register nomination in the early 1980s.157  Thus, as reported in the 

Cincinnati Enquirer, “Proponents say the district will mean more fixed-up historic buildings; opponents 

say it will force out the poor who cannot afford stricter building requirements and the prospect of higher 
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property taxes.”158  Among the opponents who appeared at the October 8 Planning Commission meeting 

were property owners who misunderstood certain terms of the local historic district status, needlessly 

fearing that the attendant regulations would include affirmative maintenance requirements.159  Multiple 

members of the Planning Commission who voted for the designation offered as part of their rationale the 

fact that the continued demolition of vacant or neglected historic buildings in OTR would do more to 

displace the neighborhood’s poorest residents than recognizing the neighborhood as a local historic 

district.160   

Following the decision by the Planning Commission, the measure was sent to City Council for a 

final vote at its meeting on November 16, 1993 – two weeks after the City Council election of that year.  

With little political pressure at play, the newly elected Council voted unanimously to approve the 

designation.161  Cincinnati Enquirer columnist Jeff Harrington described the reaction of the opposition as 

“a mini-protest by Over-the-Rhine housing advocates.”162  Approximately fifty opponents, including 

buddy gray, carried signs and spoke against the designation during and after the meeting.163  Nevertheless, 

thirty days after the vote by City Council, the local historic district designation officially took effect under 

Cincinnati law.164  For the first time, all new construction in a significant portion of OTR was subject to a 

process of local design review intended to promote appropriate infill.  The design guidelines that were 

enacted along with the designation are further discussed in Chapters 3-7. 

2001 -- Designation of Over-the-Rhine (North) local historic district 

Approximately eight years after the designation of Over-the-Rhine (South) as a local historic district, 

most of the portion of OTR north of Liberty Street received the same form of protection.165  Despite its 
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many common traits with the southern portion of the neighborhood, the OTR (North) local historic 

district originally had its own, separate set of design guidelines.  The measure was not met with 

newsworthy protests, as the 1993 designation has been. 

2002 Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan 

In 2002, Over-the-Rhine received its first updated Comprehensive Plan since 1985.166  Not coincidentally, 

the initiative came shortly after the 2001 killing by police of 19-year-old Timothy Thomas, an African 

American male who was unarmed at the time.167  The event was followed by days of civil upheaval that 

garnered national attention, compelling Cincinnati leaders to take serious action to improve OTR.168  

Formulated under Mayor Charlie Luken, the Plan was aimed at addressing the following key issues: “1. 

Lack of economic investment 2. Potential for displacement of low-income residents 3. Crime and the 

perception of the area as being unsafe 4. Lack of a sense of an integrated community.”169  While these 

issues involved many concerns that had little direct connection to the architecture of the neighborhood, 

the Plan was also written with recognition of the power of architecture and urbanism to effect social and 

economic change.   

Infill is recognized within the Plan as an important component of the architectural solution to the 

neighborhood’s key issues.  The Plan identifies “703 scattered vacant parcels in OTR based on an 

inventory conducted by the City Planning Department staff in early 2001.”170  It is noted that “a 

significant number of the parcels are located in Mohawk, the area surrounding Rothenberg School, and 

along major thoroughfares such as Main, Vine, Race and Elm Streets.”171  Accordingly, the Plan 

recommends infill housing north of Liberty near Findlay Market and in the other noted locations.172   

                                                           
166 Skirtz, 95-97. 
167 Ibid, 124. 
168 Ibid. 
169 City of Cincinnati, City Planning Department, Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (Cincinnati, OH: City of Cincinnati, City 
Planning Department, 2002), 7. 
170 Ibid, 26. 
171 Ibid. 
172 Ibid, 8. 



39 
 

South of Liberty, in the Washington Park and OTR Central subareas, the Plan recommends infill at the 

northeast corner of Vine Street and E. Central Parkway in the form of a “Vine Street Gateway Project” 

encompassing “mixed-use and parking.”173  The plan also recommends building a new school at the south 

end of Washington Park, which is envisioned as a “New Washington Park Elementary School with 

greenspace connection to Washington Park.”174  Likewise, a new building for the School for Creative and 

Performing Arts (SCPA) is proposed to fill the space between the buildings lining Washington Park along 

Elm Street and W. Central Parkway.  (The realized version of this concept is analyzed as a case study in 

Chapter 5.)  As depicted in the Plan, the School would have included elevated interior passages across W. 

12th Street and W. Central Parkway to link the components of a three-building campus without requiring 

students, faculty, or staff to go outside or walk across streets to get from one building to another. 

Additional clusters of residential infill are recommended for scattered sites along Race and Vine streets.175  

Most of the areas of proposed infill within the Comprehensive Plan are illustrated with vague 

images that merely indicate schematic massing.  Still, even the abstract massing shown in this document 

made a statement (if not an entirely consistent one) about the kind of infill that the City of Cincinnati 

endorsed for Over-the-Rhine in the early 2000s.  In the case of residential infill, the Plan promotes the 

creation of “defensive” shared courtyards formed by blocks of new single- and multi-family homes, 

positing that the creation of more semi-private space is a key to boosting safety in the neighborhood and 

encouraging the confidence of potential new residents.  For instance, in describing new residential 

development envisioned north of Liberty, the Plan explains that “Housing infill on tertiary streets such as 

Republic at Pleasant is reserved for 2-3 story single-family structures scaled in relation to existing 

buildings on the street.  This is an example of clustered housing developed around a secure tenant 

controlled landscaped courtyard.”176   
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Many of the descriptions and illustrations of residential infill do seem to advocate for respecting the 

neighborhood’s historic pattern of narrow, deep, contiguous structures in the redevelopment of OTR’s 

vacant lots.  However, some of the images call into question how well these patterns were understood by 

the authors of the Plan.  For instance, in the infill proposal for Melindy Square,177 a schematic illustration 

shows new buildings constructed on approximately 25 typical narrow and deep parcels.  While the 

proposed new buildings appear appropriate in terms of their scale and consistent alignment with the 

sidewalk, the proposed roof massing alternates repetitively across each row of new volumes, with every 

other unit capped by a shed roof that slopes downward from front to back, and the intervening units 

capped with shed roofs that slope downward from back to front.  Such a forced and contrived alternating 

pattern of rooflines is not found among OTR’s rows of historic buildings.    

A similar lapse in sensitivity to OTR’s character-defining urbanism is evidenced in the Plan’s 

proposed improvements to the Liberty Street corridor – especially near the intersection of Liberty and 

Vine.  On the south side of Liberty, the illustrated infill massing is juxtaposed at an acute angle to the 

street rather than restoring the historic street-wall parallel to Liberty.  Likewise, the proposed massing of a 

new transit hub at 30 E. Liberty Street178 (which remains the location of OTR’s only gas station in 2021) 

would fail to restore the historic condition of a well-defined corner at Liberty and Walnut streets. 

Perhaps most astonishing is the aforementioned scheme for the School for the Creative and 

Performing Arts near Washington Park, which warrants further discussion. While the Plan shows the 

location of a proposed new SCPA nearly adjacent to Cincinnati Music Hall and the Hamilton County 

Memorial Building, it does not specifically address how such a large intervention should be designed in 

order to be compatible with these highly significant historic landmarks.179  The schematic roof plan in 

Fig. 133 of the Plan suggests that the new SCPA building might actually be built directly against the rear 

façade of Memorial Hall and visibly rise above it, and the neighboring row of townhouses, along Elm 
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Street.  One can only conclude that the Plan was devised with such faith in the local Conservation 

Guidelines for OTR that the judgment regarding the appropriate character of such a massive intervention 

could be left to the Historic Conservation Board.  

Despite its abundance of vague massing models, the Plan does include a more detailed illustration 

of a context-sensitive proposal for one of its recommended infill initiatives, the “Vine Street Gateway 

Project,” at the northeast corner of Vine Street and E. Central Parkway.  The realized version of this 

project, ultimately known as “Gateway I,” is analyzed in the case studies within Chapter 5 of this thesis.  

Contrary to the project that would later be built, the rendering in the Plan by Muller Architects depicts a 

building generally consistent in height, massing, materials, fenestration, and detailing with OTR’s 

character-defining architecture.180 

While the rescue of historic buildings is often referenced indirectly in relation to new 

construction, it is also addressed directly within the Plan as a worthy objective in its own right.  One of 

the primary goals determined through the development process for the Plan was to “Protect and preserve 

the historical, architectural and cultural heritage of OTR.”181 A large section of the Plan is devoted to the 

subject of rehabilitating the neighborhood’s blighted historic structures.  Under the heading “Costs of 

Producing Housing,”182 the Plan also addresses why it is expensive to rehabilitate historic buildings in 

OTR.  By extension, the passage explains why developers who do invest in appropriate rehabilitation of 

existing buildings might have less money left over to invest in high-quality new buildings on vacant lots.   

As a goal under the objective of Economic Development, the Plan includes a recommendation to 

increase work opportunities in OTR through expansion of the Historic Building Trades in the area.  

However, the recommendation is vague, and mentions only lead abatement and historic wood window 

repair as specific examples.  There is no direct discussion of other traditional building arts or their 
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potential application to new construction in OTR, even though such applications could result in even 

greater economic opportunity for local residents seeking career development.183  In this way, the Plan 

evinces the mindset that rehabilitation and infill construction in OTR are two separate enterprises, largely 

requiring two separate skillsets from workers.   

 

Changes in City Planning after 2002 OTR Comprehensive Plan 

The 2002 OTR Comprehensive Plan was approved by the City of Cincinnati Planning Commission on 

June 21, and by City Council on June 26 of that year.  When interviewed by the Cincinnati Enquirer about 

the accomplishment, the city’s then-Planning Director, Elizabeth A. Blume, stated that “One of the things 

this document represents is a strong consensus of what should happen in this neighborhood, and that in 

itself is a harbinger of good things.”184  These would not seem to be the words of a planning official who 

anticipated the imminent dissolution of her own department.  Nevertheless, this event was on the horizon.  

In the same month that the new Comprehensive Plan was adopted, Mayor Luken also created and 

appointed an Economic Development Task Force.  With the president of Fifth Third Bank and the City 

Manager serving as co-chairs, the seventeen-member Task Force, largely paneled with banking and 

development executives, was given the responsibility of “making recommendations to the city’s officials 

on how to jumpstart the city’s economic development efforts.”185  The first initiative of the Task Force 

was to produce an official report on the state of economic development in Cincinnati, including 

recommendations for improvement.  Presented to city government on December 4, 2002, the report 

included a recommendation to eliminate the freestanding City Planning Department and reassign some of 

its responsibilities to other departments, ostensibly as a measure toward reducing bureaucracy within City 
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Hall.186  When Mayor Luken unveiled the 2003 City budget the next day, he confirmed that the Planning 

Department would be eliminated from City government.187  With this change, as noted by Skirtz, "All 

functions for developers, development authorities, and development corporations promoting economic 

development were shifted to the Economic Development Department, also under the auspices of the City 

Manager."188  The 2002 Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan was also shelved.189  However, not all of the 

former responsibilities of the disbanded City Planning Department would remain under the purview of 

City government. 

Indeed, the 2002 Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan itself had recommended that many of its 

development goals be carried out by a “new Community Development Corporation (CDC)” that “should 

be privately formed to act as a developer, broker, and facilitator, and provide technical expertise in areas 

of housing and economic development.”190  It is unlikely that the framers of this concept within the 

Planning Department knew that they were describing a part of their own replacement when they wrote the 

Plan.  Nevertheless, the described CDC was quickly established more or less as prescribed following the 

elimination of the City Planning Department, taking over many of the duties that the recently-disbanded 

unit of government would have shouldered in OTR.  This occurred with the formation of the Cincinnati 

Center City Development Corporation (3CDC) in July 2003 to oversee community development 

initiatives in OTR, the Fountain Square area of the Central Business District (CBD), and the portion of 

the riverfront known as the Banks.191  3CDC was not the first non-profit developer to work in OTR.  In 

fact, the 2002 Comprehensive Plan makes reference to numerous non-profit developers that were already 

active in the neighborhood at that time.  However, 3CDC swiftly became the most powerful single non-

profit development entity ever to work in OTR.  While it was founded through a City-organized effort 
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spearheaded by Mayor Luken, 3CDC was established as a private non-profit controlled by a Board of 

Directors consisting primarily of Cincinnati’s most influential business leaders, including the Presidents 

or CEOs of Procter & Gamble, PNC Bank, Cincinnati Bell, Kroger, Fifth Third Bank, First Financial 

Bancorp, and numerous other major corporations.192  3CDC’s original endowment of $146 million was 

capitalized by 20 private companies based in Cincinnati.193  Although 3CDC itself is a tax-exempt 

501(c)(3) organization, it has leveraged additional funding for its projects by partnering with for-profit 

developers and investors to use the Rehabilitation Investment Tax Credit (RITC)194 and the New Markets 

Tax Credit to fill gaps in the financing of many projects in OTR.195  From its inception, 3CDC was also 

vested with two powers previously held by the City: the issuance of bonds and the exercise of eminent 

domain to support community development in the public interest in the three noted areas of Cincinnati.196 

The creation of 3CDC has been characterized by critics as an abdication of social responsibility 

and public accountability by the City of Cincinnati in Over-the-Rhine.197  Although the organization’s 

funding is primarily private in origin, 3CDC received $205.5 million in funding from the City of 

Cincinnati, Hamilton County, and the State of Ohio between its founding and the first quarter of 2019.198  

Accordingly, 3CDC’s operations involve the spending of public funds by a private entity, even if those 

funds constitute a minor percentage of its budget.  It has been noted by Alice Skirtz – a Cincinnati-based 

social worker, community activist, and author199 -- that by allowing 3CDC to make decisions and broker 

deals that previously would have involved a public process, the City of Cincinnati shifted the task of 

planning for OTR into a sector that is not subject to open-door policies.200  As Skirtz explains, “[the] 
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partnering aspects of this public-private partnership extended to the city were only for financing and 

funding contributions, not partnership in decision making.”201  Skirtz also emphasizes that this outcome 

was at odds with the vision for an “umbrella CDC” outlined in the 2002 Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive 

Plan with the intention of encompassing “broad representation from resident as well as development 

interests.”202     

Since its founding, the role of 3CDC in Over-the-Rhine has been controversial in numerous 

respects.  Most salient to the topic of this thesis is the debate regarding the impact of 3CDC’s infill 

projects on the character of OTR.  One point on which there is no disagreement is the magnitude of 

3CDC’s impact on OTR’s quality of place through new development on a large collection of vacant sites.   

Although critics are correct that the private nature of 3CDC has reduced the City of Cincinnati’s 

role in planning for the future development of many vacant sites in Over-the-Rhine, all proposals for new 

construction in OTR have still needed to pass through the public review process of the Historic 

Conservation Board (HCB) to receive a certificate of appropriateness since the establishment of 3CDC, 

allowing some opportunity for public comment on the propriety of redevelopment schemes.  3CDC has a 

well-documented history of resisting rather than honoring public sentiment when its proposals have been 

challenged amid HCB review.  One representative example is the case of Mercer Commons, one of 

3CDC’s largest interventions involving new construction in OTR, and the subject of a case study in 

Chapter 5.  In 2011, when the review process for the project was underway, Mercer Commons was 

described as “a proposed 3-acre project that would be the largest yet to commingle new construction.”203  

On October 24, The HCB rejected the original design proposal for Mercer I, a largely glass and metal 

mixed-use condo building wrapped around a parking garage envisioned for a collection of multiple 

parcels at the southeast corner of Vine and Mercer streets.204  The plan received unfavorable feedback not 
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only from the HCB and members of the general public, but also from public and nonprofit organizations 

such as the Over-the-Rhine Community Council, the Over-the-Rhine Foundation, and Cincinnati 

Preservation Association.205  When confronted with major opposition based on the proposal’s extensive 

failure to meet the objective criteria specified in the design guidelines, 3CDC’s Vice President of 

Development, Adam Gelter, told the Cincinnati Enquirer that “Some of this is a matter of taste, and 

there’s no clear right or wrong way.  . . . We feel strongly that we have designed some new exciting 

buildings that don’t detract from the neighborhood and hit on the highlights (in the guidelines).”206  While 

3CDC returned to the HCB with an adjusted proposal, the modifications were minor.  On November 11, 

the HCB voted against a second design proposal for the project.  Three days later, the HCB rejected 

another revised version of the scheme.207  With $9 million in gap financing at stake under looming 

application deadlines for the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) and a state loan for the parking 

garage, 3CDC proceeded to seek approval from the Planning Commission without the advisory 

approbation of the HCB,208 and received it.  This event set a precedent that gave 3CDC greater leverage to 

disregard the advisory recommendations of the HCB and the prevailing sentiments of community 

members when seeking to construct infill in OTR.       

 

2003 -- Consolidation of Over-the-Rhine (South) and Over-the-Rhine North local historic districts 

into a single district subject to a common set of design guidelines 

In 2003, approximately two years after the designation of Over-the-Rhine (North) Local Historic District, 

the two largest local historic districts in Over-the-Rhine were combined into one, with a single new set of 

design guidelines applying to the areas north and south of Liberty Street.209  The guidelines established in 

2003 are the same that are in force as of this writing. They do not, however, apply to the Mohawk 
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Bellevue Historic District within the proper boundaries of Over-the-Rhine.210  The 2003 design guidelines 

for the unified Over-the-Rhine Local Historic District are discussed in greater detail throughout Chapters 

3-5 and 7 of this thesis.  They are also attached for reference in Appendix I.  

 

2006 -- OTR placed on National Trust for Historic Preservation's "11 Most Endangered" list 

Not long after the establishment of 3CDC, the National Trust for Historic Preservation (NTHP) placed the 

whole of Over-the-Rhine on its annual list of America’s 11 Most Endangered Historic Places.  When this 

decision was announced in the Cincinnati Enquirer, it came with the headline “’Endangered’ designation 

might help save historic buildings.”211  The article also clarified that the designation would not include 

direct funding for building preservation or rehabilitation, noting that the NTHP would instead “offer its 

expertise in trying to secure loans and grants and bringing people together.”212  The impetus for the 

designation included local initiative, as Cincinnati Preservation Association (CPA) and other local 

preservationists applied to the NTHP for the Most Endangered status in January of 2006, giving NTHP 

board members a tour of the neighborhood’s assets and deteriorating resources during that same month.213   

Within local media coverage of the Most Endangered distinction, the discussion of preserving 

OTR’s physical character focused consistently on the impacts of demolition and neglect on the 

neighborhood’s historic building stock, with no significant acknowledgment of the threats posed to the 

neighborhood’s character by incongruous infill.  

Unless a threat is finite, clearly defined, and able to be fully and demonstrably resolved, the 

classification of a place on the National Trust’s Most Endangered list can result in a prolonged lack of 

consensus regarding whether the place has been “saved.”  After a year on the List, most places are 

supplanted with new ones, but few endangered places can be fully rescued within a neat twelve-month 
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timetable – especially in the case of districts that encompass hundreds of buildings.  Over-the-Rhine was 

never, in fact, declared “saved” by the NTHP.  Ten years after the designation, Politico published an 

extensive article titled “How Cincinnati Salvaged the Nation’s Most Dangerous Neighborhood.”214  The 

article recounts the impressive strides that were made to improve OTR physically, socially, and 

economically between 2001 and 2016, while acknowledging concerns about gentrification.  In that 

publication, 3CDC is credited with most of the transformation during that fifteen-year period, as 

summarized in the statement that “Virtually everything that’s occurred in Over-the-Rhine – from the 

placement of the trees in the park to the curation of ground-floor businesses – has been meticulously 

planned and engineered by a single, corporate-funded and decidedly non-governmental entity.”215  While 

the article addresses the value of the neighborhood’s historic architecture and also notes that 3CDC had 

constructed 48 new buildings in addition to rescuing 131 existing structures by 2016,216 it does not 

consider the character of the new architecture or the impact that it might have on the quality of place in 

Over-the-Rhine.  Although news outlets such as Politico are not qualified arbiters of preservation 

outcomes, the judgment by such entities that Over-the-Rhine has been “salvaged” carries significant clout 

with the general public, and strengthens the perception that major infill efforts by the likes of 3CDC have 

unequivocally helped to save the neighborhood – especially when preservation organizations such as 

NTHP do not weigh in with their own assessment of what has come to pass since the neighborhood was 

placed on the 11 Most Endangered List in 2006.      
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2012 -- Adoption of Plan Cincinnati 

In 2012, the City of Cincinnati adopted its first new comprehensive plan since 1980, Plan Cincinnati.217  

When Mayor Mark Mallory took office in 2005, one of his first initiatives was to reestablish the Planning 

Department that had been disbanded under Mayor Charlie Luken, and one of the first tasks assigned to the 

Planning Department was to produce a new comprehensive plan that better reflected the current state of 

Cincinnati and its goals for the future.218  Mallory described the Plan as “our vision to continue our 

thriving re-urbanization.”219  The Plan recognizes that “the types of development that helped create the 

compact, walkable, urban communities that built our cities and made them great have been routinely 

prohibited under modern development regulations and replaced by incompatible suburban form.”220  

Accordingly, the document is organized around six Livability Principles intended to counteract the 

deleterious impacts of outmoded and wrongheaded forms of regulation and facilitate a return to 

commonsense principles and patterns of urban living and development while meeting the unique needs of 

the 21st century and addressing the problems that have accompanied the benefits of urban environments in 

Cincinnati.  The Principles are to “Provide more transportation choices,” “Promote equitable, affordable 

housing,” “Enhance economic competitiveness,” “Support existing communities,”221 “Coordinate and 

leverage federal policies and investment,” and “Value communities and neighborhoods.”222 

All of the noted Livability Principles have some connection – whether direct or indirect – to the 

building of infill in Cincinnati’s historic urban neighborhoods, including Over-the-Rhine.  In conjunction 

with identifying the six Principles, the Plan focuses on “12 Elements” that are “seen as the basic building 

blocks of Cincinnati’s future.”223  Of these, the four that are most relevant to the subject of infill are 

Element 5: Housing and Neighborhood Development; Element 6: Historic Conservation; Element 9: Land 
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Use; and Element 11: Urban Design.224  Within the Plan, the 12 Elements are addressed in detail under 

five Initiative Areas: “Compete,” “Connect,” “Live,” “Sustain,” and “Collaborate.”225  The four Elements 

noted for their relevance to infill are addressed primarily in the portions of the Plan devoted to the “Live” 

and “Sustain” Initiative Areas. 

Under the “Live” Initiative Area, the Plan endorses new regulations to ensure proper character of 

new development in the broadest sense, i.e., with respect to massing and siting.  To wit, the Plan states 

that “The City of Cincinnati is in the process of developing a Form-Based Code, a zoning tool that, 

instead of being guided primarily by use, uses a community’s walkable urban development pattern as the 

framework for the code to ensure compatible, predictable, high-quality built results.”226  The Plan also 

includes recommendations for further control of new construction in existing neighborhoods on the basis 

of ensuring appropriateness to the uses that define the character of a given location.  Thus, the Plan deems 

it desirable to “[integrate] more housing into our neighborhood business districts to strengthen them and 

increase pedestrian activity”227 and “Approve only development proposals that are compatible with 

established residential and commercial districts.”228  The Plan also asserts that it is necessary to 

“[complete] updated neighborhood and area plans for all areas within the City to help preserve character 

and guide future development.”229  While this prescription does not contain specific suggestions for how 

different areas of the City ought to be developed, it constitutes a significant mandate for such plans to be 

developed in greater detail under the auspices of City government.  More directly pertinent to infill, the 

“Live” portion of the Plan also states that it is necessary to “[develop] a plan for future use of surplus land 

vacated as a result of demolition.”230  Furthermore, the Plan deems it advisable to “[assemble] vacant and 

underutilized properties in targeted areas for larger redevelopment opportunities.”231  This 
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recommendation has especially significant implications for the character of infill in neighborhoods such 

as Over-the-Rhine, where the assemblage of multiple, contiguous parcels can result in (and has resulted 

in) the construction of projects that are inconsistent with the neighborhood’s contributing urban fabric in 

terms of scale, massing, and directional emphasis.  In addition, while the Plan avers that it is necessary to 

“[focus] new construction of single-family dwellings on infill lots in existing residential areas, targeting 

neighborhoods where the greatest impact will be realized,”232 it does not specifically address the 

importance of considering appropriate architectural character when designing new residences for vacant 

single-family lots. 

Under the “Sustain” Initiative Area,233 the Plan marks it as a priority to conserve both the natural 

and built resources that make Cincinnati a unique and desirable place.  While the section devoted to 

historic preservation focuses primarily on the treatment of existing, contributing structures in the city’s 

established neighborhoods, it also briefly addresses the subject of erecting new buildings in historic 

neighborhoods by deeming it necessary to “Create new incentives for redevelopment of existing 

structures and new construction on vacant infill sites.”234 

All told, while Plan Cincinnati does not comment on the appropriate architectural character of 

infill throughout Over-the-Rhine’s various historic neighborhoods, it establishes policies that are apt to 

increase the pace of infill construction in areas such as Over-the-Rhine by recommending programs and 

incentives that discourage suburban green-field development and encourage the development of vacant 

land in urban neighborhoods.   

 

2013 – OTR Brewery District Master Plan 
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Adopted by the City of Cincinnati in 2013, the Over-the-Rhine Brewery District Master Plan outlines a 

vision for improving the portion of Over-the-Rhine north of Liberty Street.235  Accordingly, it is the first 

plan to focus specifically on the north half of OTR – the portion of the neighborhood that has seen the 

least reinvestment to date, as noted in Chapter 1 of this thesis.  While ratified by City Council, the Plan 

was developed by a private entity known as the Brewery District Community Urban Redevelopment 

Corporation (BDCURC).236  As its name suggests, the BDCURC is focused on revitalizing the north 

portion of OTR with special attention to its history as a regional and national brewing center.237  The 

BDCURC is particularly interested in preserving and repurposing the many vacant breweries and their 

accessory buildings north of Liberty Street.  To this end, the Brewery District Master Plan is aimed at 

capitalizing on the area’s potential as a destination for brewing heritage tourism and craft beer production 

and consumption, proposing, for instance, to develop a Brewing Heritage Trail for self-guided walking 

tours.238  While the Plan is focused on developing a brand for the north half of OTR as Cincinnati’s 

“Brewery District,” its scope is not limited to this agenda.  The Plan also recognizes Findlay Market, the 

Rookwood Pottery Company, a collection of parks, and the overall beauty of the area’s buildings and 

streets as major assets with great potential.239  Broader objectives of the Plan include creating greater 

connectivity among the isolated jewels of the “Brewery District” by implementing principles of Complete 

Streets and restoring derelict parts of the neighborhood.240  Part of this vision includes the construction of 

new buildings on vacant sites, and the Plan offers some general recommendations for infill throughout the 

proposed “Brewery District.” 

The Plan recognizes some basic but important features of Over-the-Rhine’s character that must be 

preserved and reinforced amid any redevelopment initiatives north of Liberty Street.  Significantly, the 

document notes that “[the] Brewery District has much the same scale as the rest of Over-the-Rhine. The 
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vast majority of its buildings are from 2 to 5 stories,”241 adding that “[the] Italianate architecture of 

storefronts, heavy cornices and narrow brick facades, produces a human, pedestrian-friendly scale.”242  

That the Plan acknowledges the connections among scale, materials, character, architectural features, and 

the pedestrian experience is a credit to its commentary on appropriate infill and infrastructure 

improvements for OTR.  Furthermore, while the Plan itself is vague about most details of appropriate new 

construction, it endorses the creation of two additional historic districts in or near OTR that, if created, 

would have more thorough and place-specific guidelines of their own.  To wit, the Plan recommends 

establishing “the Germania Brewery Historic District and the Sohn/Clyffside Brewery Historic 

District,”243 explaining that “[these] districts will help maintain key brewery-related structures, and will 

encourage redevelopment.”244  Indeed, these areas of Over-the-Rhine include numerous vacant parcels, 

and the recommended protection in the form of local historic district designation would involve not only 

safeguards against demolition but also design review for proposed infill. 

The Plan also identifies multiple “Neighborhood Zones” in the northern half of Over-the-Rhine, 

each with a distinct character and identity.  However, the recommendations regarding the proper approach 

to infill remain relatively vague.  The northernmost Neighborhood Zone is termed the “Stonewall 

Hillside,” and encompasses a narrow tract of primarily residential streets on the steeply sloped land 

between McMicken Avenue and Uptown Cincinnati.  It is an important area along the northern margin of 

OTR.  Per the Plan, “Any new construction should be low density, residential single family detached and 

rowhouse units.”245  In conjunction with this statement, the Plan includes some photographs of single-

family hillside homes that are presumably presented as exemplars of what ought to be built on vacant 

sites within the zone, but no further description of appropriate infill for the Stonewall Hillside is provided.  

The homes shown in the photos are marked by materials, massing, and fenestration that do not fit the 
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character of Over-the-Rhine or its immediate surroundings, except insofar as they are generally tall, 

narrow, and deep.  The Plan also denotes “Central Parkway” as another Neighborhood Zone, and 

recommends that new construction be mixed-use and between two and five stories tall.246  No specific 

recommendations are provided regarding the appropriate character of new buildings in this zone. 

Among the Neighborhood Zones, “McMicken and Findlay North” is identified in the Plan as “the 

largest area within the Brewery District,”247 and also one of the most diverse in terms of building types 

and urban character.  Occupying the area within the proper boundaries Over-the-Rhine along its northeast 

edge, this part of the north half of OTR has exceptional potential to impact the quality of place in the 

neighborhood, for better or for worse.248  However, the Plan offers relatively little advice regarding the 

appropriate nature of infill in the area, simply stating that “No drive through facilities should be 

permitted. The focus should be on restoration. New construction should be a minimum of 2 stories, and 

not taller than 5 stories.”249 

Also identified as a Neighborhood Zone is the “East Clifton Residential” area.250  This is a 

particularly important location to consider with respect to infill, both because it has a large number of 

vacant parcels that are rapidly being developed in the context of surviving 19th-century urban fabric, and 

also because much of it still lies outside of any local historic district with design review for new 

construction as of 2021.  The area encompasses a collection of residential streets between OTR, Clifton 

Heights, and Mt. Auburn.251  Of construction initiatives in this area, the Plan asserts that “Development 

should be restoration focused. Allowable uses should include multi-family residential with some corner 

retail and small office. New construction should be 3 and 4 story buildings built to the back of the public 

sidewalk.”252  Similarly, of the “Findlay Market South” Neighborhood Zone (the area between Findlay 

Market and Liberty Street west of Vine Street), the Plan simply emphasizes the importance of restoration 
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and states, regarding infill, that “Uses should include single family detached, attached and multi-family 

residential, first floor commercial and entertainment. No drive-through facilities should be permitted. 

New construction should be 2 to 4 story buildings built to the back of the public sidewalk.”253  Finally, in 

the “Liberty Street” Neighborhood Zone, the Plan likewise proscribes drive-through uses and 

recommends that “New Construction of infill buildings should be built within 10’ of the public sidewalk 

and should be 2 to 5 stories tall.”254  While the Plan does not offer further detail regarding the design of 

appropriate infill for Liberty Street, it includes illustrative photos of infill255 that stand in greater contrast 

to their historic context than is advocated for in Chapters 3-6 of this thesis.  Nevertheless, the commentary 

on appropriate maximum heights in the Plan is a critically important part of setting parameters for 

context-sensitive infill in the north half of OTR – especially along and near the Liberty Street corridor. 

The Plan also recommends implementing principles of Complete Streets along Liberty Street to 

remediate the thoroughfare’s current role as a strong dividing element between the north and south 

portions of Over-the-Rhine.256  The proposal for improving the condition of Liberty Street includes the 

construction of new buildings on approximately four acres of vacant land along the corridor.  A three-

dimensional illustration shows how Liberty Street could look with the various vacant parcels developed.  

While some of the prospective new buildings in the illustration are clearly sympathetic to the character of 

OTR, others – especially at prominent corners – have the typical look of buildings in an office park, with 

large expanses of glass, and concave or convex facades that would not restore the missing street-wall 

along Liberty to its original form.  While the Plan notes that “the ultimate redesign of Liberty Street may 

not look exactly like what is presented here,”257 schematic illustrations are apt to be taken literally when 

included in official neighborhood plans, and there is a responsibility to ensure that even concept drawings 
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do not promote infill that would be contrary to the desired character of a place.  The noted illustration has 

potential to be misused as a justification for building infill that is not suitable to the genius loci of OTR.    

Also included in the Plan is the recommendation to add parking structures to the north half of 

Over-the-Rhine.258  As stated in the Plan, “We think it would be best to spread structured parking 

throughout the neighborhood benefitting as many businesses and residences as possible.”259  Given that 

this portion of OTR had no parking structures at the time of the Plan’s adoption (and still has none as of 

this writing), the recommendation to add multiple parking structures amounts to a prescription for infill 

that could significantly impact the character of the neighborhood north of Liberty Street.  The few photos 

that presumably illustrate concepts for new parking structures in OTR showcase modern or postmodern 

buildings that would not necessarily reinforce the character of the neighborhood. 

Accompanying the recommendation to replace parking lots with structured parking is the 

recommendation to develop better public spaces resembling European piazzas in the locations of some 

existing surface parking – especially in the parking lot to the northeast of Findlay Market.  The Plan 

recommends making these potential piazzas conducive to street life and states that “We shouldn’t have to 

travel to Europe to find great intimate, public plazas.”260  Improvements to existing parks are also 

recommended, and some of the suggested changes involve the introduction of new structures.  However, 

no details are given regarding the appropriate design or character of these structures.  For instance, the 

Plan states regarding Grant Park that “[a] new bandshell should be built in this park, among other 

things,”261 but does not include any further description or illustration of the proposed intervention. 

 

2014-2021 -- OTR Foundation leads development of proposed new design guidelines for OTR local 

historic district 
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The Over-the-Rhine Foundation is a private nonprofit with a mission “to preserve, protect and celebrate 

Over-the-Rhine, the historic heart of Cincinnati, by encouraging community growth, sound planning and 

responsible, sustainable development.”262  On its official website, the Over-the-Rhine Foundation speaks 

of its “vested interest in ensuring that infill development and additions to existing buildings support the 

historic character of the neighborhood.”263  In 2014, the Foundation responded to alarming trends in the 

quality of infill development in OTR by initiating an effort to draft new design guidelines for the 

district.264  Members of the Foundation and other local preservation advocates had observed how the 

existing guidelines had proved inadequate to prevent the construction of incompatible infill in OTR. The 

new draft design guidelines are intended to be more effective than the existing ones by offering more 

specific guidance regarding appropriate new construction.265  For instance, while the 2003 guidelines state 

that every new building in OTR “must employ a strong element that terminates the uppermost part of the 

building,”266 the proposed replacement guidelines specify that “Top components should have a height that 

is within 10% of the average height of top components on non-institutional contributing buildings located 

within the same block face.”267  The increase in quantitative guidance was added to the draft in response 

to the many cases of new construction with disproportionately tall or short cornices that had been 

approved under the 2003 guidelines.  The difference in specificity between the two entries on “top” 

elements is typical of the contrast between the 2003 guidelines and the draft replacement overall.  The 

proposed new guidelines also include numerous illustrations that help to clarify the written concepts, 

whereas the 2003 guidelines are unillustrated. 
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As of this writing, the proposed replacement guidelines still have not been adopted.  Between 

2014 and 2021, the new document has faced steady opposition from architects and developers.268  

Numerous architects have complained that the new guidelines would place undue limitations on their 

creativity, while developers have voiced concern about the economic implications of guidelines that 

might impose greater restrictions on the height of new buildings in some parts of Over-the-Rhine.  The 

updated guidelines have passed through at least thirty drafts amid an effort to mollify skeptical 

stakeholders, to little avail thus far.  Numerous public meetings have been held to gather community 

input, with regular involvement and participation on the part of the Over-the-Rhine Community Council 

and its guests.  While the guidelines received approval from the Historic Conservation Board in August 

2020, they failed to gain the requisite approval from the Plan Commission and were instead shelved by 

that body in September of the same year.269  At that time, following more than six years of community 

engagement on the matter, the Plan Commission assigned the issue to Cincinnati’s city planning staff “for 

further study.”270 

2018 contained a significant event in the debate concerning the control of infill design in Over-

the-Rhine.  In that year, the Over-the-Rhine Community Foundation hosted an infill design contest for the 

vacant corner lot at 1716-1718 Vine Street.  Entries had to be designed according to version 30 of the 

proposed “Historic Conservation Guidelines for New Construction,” and the competition sought to test 

the efficacy of the draft guidelines at promoting more appropriate infill while disproving the allegations 

that the new requirements would hamstring creativity and development.  A total of twelve entries were 

submitted, and prizes were awarded for the three entries that were deemed most appropriate by the Infill 

Development Committee of the Over-the-Rhine Community Foundation.271   

                                                           
268 Wetterich, “Revised Rules.” 
269 Chris Wetterich, “New Over-the-Rhine infill guidelines shelved by Cincinnati Planning Commission,” Cincinnati Business 
Courier, Sept. 24, 2020, accessed Jan. 4, 2021, https://www.bizjournals.com/cincinnati/news/2020/09/24/new-otr-infill-
guidelines-shelved.html. 
270 Ibid. 
271 “OTR News From the Over-the-Rhine Foundation,” Over-the-Rhine Foundation, Mar. 26, 2018, accessed Oct. 17, 2021, 
http://www.boldstatementwebdesign.com/OTRFoundation/News/.    



59 
 

While judgment of architectural beauty is often (though not conclusively) dismissed as a matter 

of personal preference, design guidelines are intended to establish objective criteria for the more clearly 

definable qualities of appropriateness, propriety, or decorum in the design of a building with respect to its 

intended setting.  This fact is well understood by the Over-the-Rhine Foundation, which states in the 

Introduction to its own draft guidelines that “New construction has powerful impacts on the fabric and 

sense of place of Over-the-Rhine, and can either enhance the historic character of the district, or damage 

it in harmful and irreparable ways.”272  The Foundation sent a mixed message, however, by awarding the 

highest prize in its infill contest to a proposal that, if repeated with minor modifications on every vacant 

lot in OTR, would arguably damage the character of the neighborhood.  In this way, rather than 

demonstrating the strength of the proposed new guidelines, the 2018 competition exposed their 

vulnerability to misinterpretation or misuse.  If there were no entries that were sufficiently consistent with 

the guidelines to merit an award, the Over-the-Rhine Foundation’s Infill Development Committee 

certainly could have reserved the right to withhold prizes for lack of a worthy submission.   

At the same time, the Committee was undoubtedly concerned about reinforcing the impression 

among many applicants for certificates of appropriateness that design guidelines and their interpreters are 

impossibly difficult to satisfy.  The Committee had to seek a balance between showing both the strength 

and the flexibility of the guidelines by testing them through a design competition.  However, greater 

success could have been achieved if the entry that received Second Place had been awarded First Place, 

and if the entry that was awarded First Place had not been named one of the top three.  The Second Place 

entry273 demonstrates both creativity and sensitivity to the character of the neighborhood and the 

intentions of the draft guidelines.  While the First Place entry274 violates numerous objective standards set 

down in the proposed document, the Second Place entry violates only one major standard (the 

requirement for the vertical alignment of window openings from floor to floor above the first level on the 
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facades of mixed-use buildings), and does so in a far more subtle way than many infill projects in OTR 

that have received certificates of appropriateness under the 2003 guidelines.  If the verdict of the 

Committee had been as recommended above, the contest would likely have come closer to achieving its 

goal.   

In any case, the fact that the new design guidelines have not officially been adopted by the City 

does not mean that they have not exerted an influence over the design of infill since the drafting process 

began.  Many architects and developers have already started to rely on the advice of the new document in 

anticipation that it (or something very similar) will eventually replace the 2003 guidelines.  (Virtually any 

design that honors the proposed guidelines would also meet the criteria of the existing ones.)  

Accordingly, the “testing” of the proposed new guidelines is not limited to the results of the 2018 infill 

competition.  Much of the new infill being constructed in OTR as of this writing is further putting the new 

guidelines to the test without their official adoption into local law.  

2018 – Designation of Sohn-Mohawk Local Historic District 

More recent planning efforts addressing infill in Over-the-Rhine have focused on the Mohawk Area, the 

horn-like extension of the neighborhood at its far northwest corner, lining West McMicken Avenue, 

Mohawk Street, and a collection of more minor streets that run parallel and perpendicular to these two 

thoroughfares.275  In 2018, a large portion of the Mohawk Area became locally protected as the “Sohn-

Mohawk Local Historic District.”276 

While the District encompasses a relatively small portion of Over-the-Rhine, the designation is 

significant to the story of infill in OTR largely because of the unique design guidelines that were adopted 

along with the designation.  With eleven pages devoted to creating parameters for appropriate infill, the 

design guidelines provide far more detailed advice on the proper character of infill for a portion of OTR 
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than any other guidelines currently in effect for other parts of the neighborhood.277  The guidelines for the 

design of infill for the Sohn-Mohawk Historic District are also far more visual in their presentation than 

their counterparts in other adopted guidelines for OTR, combining words and images to convey principles 

of appropriate infill design with an improved degree of clarity.  (While the Over-the-Rhine Foundation’s 

draft design guidelines for the bulk of OTR boast the same merits and were authored earlier, they have 

not yet been adopted, as discussed above.) 

The design guidelines for Sohn-Mohawk are also subdivided into two sets of restrictions for two 

identified “zones” within the district.  “Zone 1” encompasses the most publicly visible portions of the 

district along McMicken Avenue, Mohawk Place, and Mohawk Street, while “Zone 2” includes scattered 

areas of development along less prominently visible side streets.278  The strictures for the character of 

infill in “Zone 1” are more stringent than those for infill in “Zone 2.”  The design guidelines for “Zone 1” 

provide especially precise advice regarding appropriate and inappropriate approaches to aspects of new 

construction such as massing, setback, materials, the design of storefronts, and the proportions, 

dimensions, and spacing of window openings.  One of the most noteworthy parts of the design guidelines 

for “Zone 1” is its specific attention to the use of synthetic materials.  Rather than simply listing materials 

that are appropriate or inappropriate, the guidelines explain that “synthetic materials that are designed to 

convincingly replicate the appearance of these original materials may be used in decorative features. 

Synthetic materials may only be used in decorative or accent features and cannot be the primary material 

used on any facade in Zone One.”279  The guidelines also provide detailed direction regarding the 

appropriate qualities of materials that are original to the neighborhood, such as brick, when used for new 

construction in “Zone 1.”  Thus, in the case of brick, the Sohn-Mohawk guidelines state that “Brick must 
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be single-color, non-textured brick.”280  By contrast, the 2003 design guidelines for infill in OTR merely 

note that “the dominant material in Over-the-Rhine is brick.”281 

While the Sohn-Mohawk design guidelines may represent many improvements over the design 

guidelines in effect for other parts of Over-the-Rhine, they do not represent a coherent philosophy of 

appropriate infill.  Rather, by establishing separate and in some cases opposing standards for new 

construction in the two identified “Zones” within the district, the guidelines refrain from taking a position 

in the debate regarding the relative appropriateness of continuity and contrast as aims of infill design.  

Indeed, the guidelines for infill open by acknowledging that “Rather than choosing between these 

philosophies, the Mohawk Historic District utilizes both of them in different parts of the district.”282  The 

implications of such a noncommittal approach to the fundamental principles of appropriate infill will be 

addressed in the subsequent chapters of this thesis.                   

2021 – The Over-the-Rhine Brewery District’s Mohawk Area Plan 

Shortly after a large tract of the Mohawk Area was designated as a local historic district, the northwest 

subarea of Over-the-Rhine also received a new neighborhood plan. 

The new Mohawk Area Plan includes many components that are pertinent to infill – especially 

insofar as it addresses the large number of parcels that are open to redevelopment within the area.  Thus, 

as the Plan states, “There are many vacant properties both along the commercial corridor as well as within 

the residential area. These vacant properties would be ideal locations for infill development that 

complements the surrounding properties.”283  In an accompanying table, 230 parcels, totaling 10.7 acres 

in the Mohawk Area, are identified as vacant and largely available for infill development.284  Other 
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locations within the Mohawk Area noted to have a significant number of vacant sites include Mohawk 

Street, Klotter Avenue, Conroy Street, and Renner Street.285  

The Plan describes a vision for the future of the Mohawk Area that is organized into five key 

categories: Connectivity, Economic Development, General Improvements, Housing, and Big Ideas and 

Challenges.286  The portion of the Plan that most directly and substantively addresses infill is the section 

devoted to Housing.287 Specifically, the vision for Housing includes the strategy of “[promoting] 

architecturally compatible and consistent housing infill.”  The section further elaborates on this strategy 

by demanding that “residential infill, including but not limited to single- and multi-family structures, 

remain consistent with the architectural and pedestrian-friendly character and density of Mohawk within 

and surrounding the Sohn-Mohawk Historic District.”288  However, the Plan does not comment directly 

regarding the criteria for new construction with appropriately “pedestrian-friendly character.”  In fact, the 

Plan provides only one instance of a previously developed section of residential infill in the Mohawk 

Area, featuring an aerial picture of new single-family homes that have been developed along Klotter and 

Conroy streets, and presumably highlighting the work as an example to follow.289  However, most of the 

new houses pictured have two-car garage doors and no windows at the ground level – a feature that is 

notoriously antithetical to pedestrian-friendly sidewalks and streets290 and expressly proscribed in the 

design guidelines for the Sohn-Mohawk Historic District.291  Furthermore, most of the new homes shown 

in the photograph are objectively inconsistent with the character of the Mohawk Area in terms of massing 

and materials.292  Accordingly, the Plan does not contain a cohesive or unequivocal position regarding 

how to fulfill its prescription for “architecturally compatible and consistent housing infill.”  Presumably, 

the details of appropriate infill are left to be handled for the 2018 design guidelines for the Sohn-Mohawk 
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Local District, though the Plan applies to a larger area than that district, and also seems to endorse some 

approaches to infill that are not necessarily consistent with the principles of appropriate infill laid out in 

the noted guidelines.  The ambiguous relationship between the recommendations of general planning 

documents and historic preservation planning documents can fuel uncertainty regarding the proper 

approach to infill in a neighborhood.  While the Mohawk Area Plan may be the most recent case in point, 

it exemplifies a greater trend that has impacted infill throughout Over-the-Rhine for decades, as has been 

illustrated over the course of this entire chapter.   
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Chapter 3: Literature Review and Theory-Based Primer to the Case Studies 

When assessing the preservation of a historic neighborhood, it is natural to focus on the rates at which 

historic structures are retained or demolished.  However, the new construction occurring within a district 

is also critical to the success of preservation.  Often, infill within historic neighborhoods is regarded as a 

complement to demolition, and there are certainly cases in which demolition and new construction 

happen in coordination with one another.  At the same time, not all infill in historic districts corresponds 

directly with demolition.  In many instances, infill on a previously developed site takes place long after 

the demolition of a prior historic building, and the reasons for the demolition of the lost resource had 

nothing to do with the intention to replace an existing building with a new one.  In other instances, new 

construction within a historic neighborhood occurs on sites that were never previously developed.  Both 

scenarios are typical of infill development in Over-the-Rhine.  Accordingly, it is important to examine the 

impact of infill on the character of the neighborhood as a phenomenon distinct from the occurrence of 

demolition.  Such specific attention to infill is all-the-more important because of the profound impact that 

new construction can have on the character of a historic neighborhood.   

Geography and Subareas of Over-the-Rhine 

In Over-the-Rhine, numerous important patterns in new construction can be discerned.  Before embarking 

on a survey of infill within the district, it is important to consider the geography of the area and its 

traditional division into a collection of subareas.  Over-the-Rhine is split into a northern and a southern 

section by the east-west arterial road Liberty Street.  While Liberty was at one time merely another typical 

east-west street in Over-the-Rhine, its widening to five lanes in 1957 established a major physical 

division between the north and south parts of OTR293 that persists in 2021.  The fast-moving thoroughfare 
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proves daunting to the pedestrian and continues to impede the full restoration of OTR as a “walking” 

neighborhood.294  Liberty Street also happens to mark other important divisions within the district.  Since 

the inception of urban revitalization in OTR, most investment has been made south of Liberty Street.  

Concomitantly, the south side of OTR has seen the greatest benefits of the neighborhood’s overall 

reduction in crime in recent decades.295  Likewise, rates of vacancy among historic buildings remain far 

higher on the north side of Liberty, and property values remain lower north of Liberty.296  For the 

purposes of the present discussion, the most important difference is that most infill construction to date 

                                                           
294 BDCURC, Brewery District Master Plan, 8, 23-25.  
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OH: City of Cincinnati, 2012), 3, 5-7.  https://www.cincinnati-oh.gov/planning/linkservid/B5547015-A0F1-CB62-
3D788CC10EA7C3BD/showMeta/0/.   

Figure 301: The six major subareas of Over-the-Rhine.  (Image by the author.  Base map courtesy of Hamilton County, OH GIS.  
Available at https://cagis.hamilton-co.org/cagisonline/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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has occurred south of Liberty Street, although recent and forthcoming projects suggest that new 

development north of Liberty is now gaining speed.  Most of the projects discussed in the case studies in 

Chapter 5 are therefore south of Liberty. 

Over-the-Rhine can be further divided into smaller subsections, as defined in the City of 

Cincinnati’s original Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (1984).  South of Liberty Street, OTR 

comprises three subareas: the Washington Park subarea (bounded west and east by Central Parkway and 

Vine Street, respectively); OTR Central (bounded on the west by Vine Street and on the east by Main 

Street); and Pendleton (a roughly triangular area bounded by Main Street, Central Avenue, Liberty Street, 

and a small section of Reading Road).297  The portion of OTR north of Liberty Street includes the Findlay 

Market subarea (bounded by Central Parkway, Vine Street, Liberty Street, and Findlay Street); an 

extension of OTR Central; and the Mohawk subarea.298  Together, the sections of OTR north of Liberty 

constitute a part of the neighborhood now identified as the Brewery District, as described in Chapter 2.299  

While all subareas are united by a cohesive character, each is distinguished by unique assets and a 

nuanced sense of place.   

In Chapter 5, the case studies on new construction in Over-the-Rhine will include many buildings 

in the three subareas south of Liberty Street, where infill has been most abundant – especially since the 

formation of 3CDC in 2003.300  However, one more pattern in OTR’s new construction must be observed 

before exploring individual infill projects in detail.  First, it should be noted that any buildings 

constructed after 1930 – the end of OTR’s period of significance according to its nomination to the 

National Register of Historic Places301 – are regarded as infill construction within this study.  Of the infill 
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buildings erected in OTR after 1930 and prior to the foundation of 3CDC, the vast majority were 

constructed to house public and not-for-profit neighborhood institutions and social welfare organizations.  

It was only after 2003 that the present profusion of private commercial and residential redevelopment – 

especially in the form of new construction -- began in earnest. 

 

On the Nature of Case Studies in this Thesis and Standard Criteria that will not be treated as 

Infallible 

The examination of new construction in the following chapters is not merely descriptive but normative.  

That is, it is concerned not only with documenting what is, but also with recommending what ought to be.  

Accordingly, the criteria for evaluation must also be clearly defined.  Since 1993, all new construction in 

OTR south of Liberty Street has been approved by the City of Cincinnati’s Historic Conservation Board 

(HCB), as noted in Chapter 2.302  All decisions of the HCB to issue or deny a Certificate of 

Appropriateness (COA) for proposed new construction in a historic district are to be grounded in the 

adopted design guidelines for that district.303  If a COA is not issued, the applicant has the opportunity to 

revise the proposal and resubmit it to the HCB for further consideration.  While the decisions of the HCB 

are advisory in Cincinnati, it is rare for a COA applicant to proceed with a project after being denied a 

COA, rather than continuing to revise the proposal until a COA is issued.  To the extent that the analysis 

of infill in this thesis is not favorable to works of new construction in OTR since 1993, the author objects 

either to the content of the guidelines or the manner in which the guidelines have been interpreted by 

HCB staff or members.  Accordingly, the guidelines themselves will not be treated as infallible criteria for 

the appropriateness of completed infill projects in OTR, nor will the judgment of HCB staff or members 

be treated prima facie as a reliable authority on appropriate infill.  Often, design guidelines for local 
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historic districts are firmly rooted in the U.S. Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of 

Historic Properties (the SOI’s Standards), and such is the case for the OTR guidelines that the HCB has 

used since 2003,304 as well as an emerging set of new guidelines awaiting adoption (discussed in Chapters 

2 and 7, and attached as Appendix II).  Consequently, the SOI’s Standards pertaining to new construction 

will not supply the criteria for evaluation of new construction in OTR, nor will their precursor, the 

Charter of Venice.305   The primary matter of contention in these documents is their encouragement of 

contrasting new construction in historic settings.    Item 9 in the SOI’s Standards for Rehabilitation (first 

published in 1976 and republished in 1990)306 states that when an addition is made to a historic building, 

“The new work will be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, 

features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its 

environment.”307  The same principles are intended to apply to the construction of new buildings within 

historic districts.308  In the 1995 edition of the SOI’s Standards for Rehabilitation (the most recent version 

prior to the 2017 revisions), the Department of the Interior endorses “[d]esigning a new addition in a 

manner that makes clear what is historic and what is new.”309  Likewise the 1995 Standards include 

recommendations against “Duplicating the exact form, material, style, and detailing of the historic 

building in a new addition so that the new work appears to be part of the historic building” and against 

“Imitating a historic style or period of architecture in a new addition.”310  The 1995 Standards also state 
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that “Design for the new work may be contemporary or may reference design motifs from the historic 

building.  In either case, it should always be clearly differentiated from the historic building and be 

compatible in terms of mass, materials, relationship of solids to voids, and color.”311  These 

recommendations are based on the principle that architects should “[consider] the design for an attached 

exterior addition in terms of its relationship to the historic building as well as the historic district or 

neighborhood” (emphasis added).312  Similar precepts are retained in the 2017 version of the SOI’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation, as seen in the recommendation against “Replicating the features of the 

historic building when designing a new building, with the result that it may be confused as historic or 

original to the site or setting.”313  At the same time, the 2017 Standards also discourage “Adding new 

construction that results in the diminution or loss of the historic character of the building, including its 

design, materials, location, or setting”314 (emphasis added).  It is reasonable to conclude that there are 

contradictions inherent in the simultaneous propagation of these last two principles, and the consequences 

of the SOI’s ambiguous message regarding the nature of appropriate new construction are evident in the 

changing character of historic districts throughout the United States -- especially in the nation’s largest 

intact neighborhood of historic Italianate buildings, Over-the-Rhine. 

 

The Origins of Secretary of the Interior’s Standard 9 and its Implications for Theories of 

Appropriate Infill  

As Steven Semes notes, the above principles regarding the need for clear differentiation between new and 

old construction in historic districts are derived from the Charter of Venice published by the International 

Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) in 1964315 – particularly the declaration in Article 9 that the 
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purpose of restoration “is to preserve and reveal the aesthetic and historic value of the monument and is 

based on respect for original material and authentic documents.  It must stop at the point where conjecture 

begins, and in this case moreover any extra work which is indispensable must be distinct from the 

architectural composition and must bear a contemporary stamp”316 (emphasis added).  Clearly, there is a 

direct lineage from Article 9 of the Charter of Venice to Item 9 of the SOI’s Standards (in its various 

incarnations since 1976).  Several other terms of the Charter of Venice have also exerted an influence on 

the SOI’s recommendations for new construction, including the statement in Article 11 of the Charter that 

“The valid contributions of all periods to the building of a monument must be respected, since unity of 

style is not the aim of restoration”317  (emphasis added) and the assertion in Article 12 that “Replacements 

of missing parts must integrate harmoniously with the whole, but at the same time must be distinguishable 

from the original so that restoration does not falsify the artistic or historic evidence.”318  Notably, these 

precepts are laid down in the Charter of Venice as if they were self-evident and in need of no further 

grounds; the equivalent principles in the SOI’s Standards are likewise presented as axioms with no 

requirement for more fundamental justification.  However, as Semes and other critics have aptly 

observed, these principles concerning appropriate new construction in historic settings are derived from 

the highly subjective and bias-laden philosophy of 20th-century Modernism.319  Closer inspection duly 

reveals that such precepts are not axioms but dogmas.  Indeed, as Semes further points out, the referenced 

articles of the Charter of Venice can be traced directly to the Athens Charter (1931) – attributed to the 

Fourth International Congress for Modern Architecture (CIAM IV), but in reality penned by LeCorbusier 

and not widely accepted to represent a consensus among the participants in CIAM IV.320  Comprising 

ninety-four aphoristic tenets of Modernist urbanism, the Athens Charter generally promotes a cataclysmic 

remaking of the traditional city.  Of particular interest to the preservationist is Tenet 36: “Unsanitary 

                                                           
316 International Congress on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), Venice Charter: International Charter for the Conservation and 
Restoration of Monuments and Sites, 1964, Article 9, https://www.icomos.org/charters/venice_e.pdf.    
317 Ibid. 
318 Ibid. 
319 Semes, 132-143. 
320 Semes, 132-134. 



72 
 

slums should be demolished and replaced by open space.  This would ameliorate the surrounding 

areas.”321  Also of interest is Tenet 57: “Relics of a former pompous magnificence designed for special 

monumental effects often complicate traffic circulation.”322  Such philosophical statements are well 

aligned with the designs and plans that Modernist architects developed for the overhaul of preindustrial 

cities in response to new technologies and new ways of life.  While the Athens Charter can be regarded as 

a written counterpart to the ideas illustrated in LeCorbusier’s Plan Voisin323 and his other urban 

designs,324 similar proposals to demolish and rebuild cities were developed by many of LeCorbusier’s 

contemporaries in architecture and planning, such as Mies,325 Aalto,326 and Robert Moses.327  Thus, while 

the Athens Charter may not represent a consensus among the participants in CIAM IV, it does represent 

broader currents in Modernist urban theory that are by no means unique to LeCorbusier’s own corpus.  To 

the credit of the Athens Charter, one of its five sections -- encompassing Tenets 65 through 70 -- is titled 

“Legacy of History.”328  Tenet 65 itself seems genuinely sympathetic to the cause of preservation: “Fine 

architecture, whether individual buildings or groups of buildings, should be protected from 

demolition.”329  However, Tenet 69 holds that “The demolition of slums surrounding historic monuments 

provides open spaces,”330 implying that there can be no overlap between slums and fine architecture and 

reinforcing the earlier statement in Tenet 36 that slums are worthy of demolition.  Most pertinent to the 

present discussion, however, is Tenet 70: “The re-use of past styles of building for new structures in 

historic areas under the pretext of aesthetics has disastrous consequences.  The continuance or the 
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introduction of such habits in any form should not be tolerated.”331  Here, indeed, is proof of the pedigree 

of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standard Number 9 for Rehabilitation.  The most influential principle 

dictating the approach to infill since the codification of American preservation doctrine is essentially an 

invention of LeCorbusier – a man who would have bulldozed most of historic Paris to make way for the 

Ville Radieuse.332 

 

From LeCorbusier to the Infill Design Guidelines for Over-the-Rhine 

A line can now be drawn from the theory of LeCorbusier and CIAM IV to the City of Cincinnati’s own 

guidelines for the design of new construction in Over-the-Rhine.  Certainly, the following principles 

within the 2003 OTR design guidelines are derived from Tenet 70 of the Athens Charter or its successors 

in Article 9 of the Charter of Venice and Item 9 of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 

Rehabilitation: 

 “New construction [in Over-the-Rhine] should be well-designed but should not replicate 

the existing buildings.  The exceptional quality of the existing buildings provides an 

outstanding framework for new construction.”333 

 

 “[Additions] should be compatible in character with the original.  They should be 

sympathetic but not imitative in design.”334 

 

 “New design proposals should pay particular attention to composition, materials, 

openings, rhythm, scale, proportion and height.”335  

 

As noted above, a new set of design guidelines is waiting in the wings to replace the 2003 document, 

pending official adoption by the Planning Commission.336  Developed by the Infill Committee of the 

Over-the-Rhine Foundation, the new guidelines aim to be more specific in their prescriptions than the 
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existing set, with the intention of making OTR a national model for exemplary infill.337  While the 

updated guidelines represent numerous advancements in the philosophy of historic preservation since the 

first years of the 21st century, they do not necessarily acknowledge recent insights concerning the 

detrimental impact of rules that require new construction to be both compatible with and readily 

distinguishable from earlier buildings.  In fact, the updated draft design guidelines seem to evince an even 

firmer commitment to 20th-century Modernist attitudes concerning infill in historic districts, as indicated 

by the following excerpts:   

 “Buildings should employ a strong top component that terminates the building, without 

mimicking the district’s historic cornices” (emphasis added).338 

 

 “Historically, cornices projected over buildings to minimize rainfall on facades” (emphasis 

added).339 

 

 “Faux-historic brick (i.e., brick that attempts to match the color and texture of historic brick) is 

not appropriate and should not be used.  Rather, brick should seek to root itself in its current 

place and time” (emphasis added).340 

 

At this point, it is necessary to unravel and critique the thought behind the deeply ingrained principle 

that new construction in historic settings should be “distinct from the [earlier] architectural composition 

and must bear a contemporary stamp.”  It would not be appropriate here to address the topic at great 

length, especially as this has already been accomplished in Steven Semes’s book The Future of the Past: 

A Conservation Ethic for Architecture, Urbanism, and Historic Preservation (2009).  However, the 

critical analysis of prevailing theory on infill is essential to the criteria that will be developed in Chapter 4 

and applied to specific cases in Chapter 5.  Accordingly, it is important to summarize the arguments 

against the notion that new construction in historic districts must “bear a contemporary stamp.”  Below is 

not merely a report on Semes’s case, but a synthesis of numerous contributions from thinkers who oppose 

the dogma that all infill in historic districts should be markedly contemporary.  I have added my own 
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insights where it has been necessary to extend or draw connections between existing lines of 

argumentation. 

 

Historicism, Its Influence on Theories of Appropriate Infill, and Its Opponents 

As observed by Steven Semes (2009), Samir Younés (2012), Léon Krier (1998), Carroll William Westfall 

(1991), David Watkin (1977), Sir Roger Scruton (1979), and other theorists who have rejected the 

mainstream narrative of architectural history and aesthetics since the 1970s, the codified imperative for 

infill that is recognizably “of its time” is largely a product of historicism – a philosophy of history based 

on the notion that world events unfold along a predetermined course and that history is subdivided into 

distinct epochs, each marked at its beginning and end by revolutionary or rupture-like events that subvert 

the existing state of affairs.341  Central to the historicist outlook is the concept of Zeitgeist, or the “spirit of 

the age.”342  The Zeitgeist of each epoch is believed to encompass singular events, patterns of thought and 

behavior, themes of sociopolitical development, and cultural and artistic phenomena that distinguish it 

from all other times in history.343  According to this view, every era must find and authentically express 

its own unique spirit through all forms of human activity, including the making of architecture.344  Human 

products that survive from previous epochs in history may thus be studied as “[expressions of] an earlier 

culture” (as described in the Athens Charter, Tenet 66345), but not as models for equivalent products in 

“our own” time (however we and the particular boundaries of our time may be defined).346  It is this 

conviction that lies beneath LeCorbusier’s assertion on behalf of CIAM IV that “The re-use of past styles 

of building for new structures in historic areas under the pretext of aesthetics has disastrous 

consequences.”347                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
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Arguments Against Historicist Theories of Infill 

But what are the disastrous consequences of the referenced type of architectural work for historic 

neighborhoods?  As Semes notes, the first consequence feared by historicist architects and architectural 

thinkers is the threat that seemingly anachronistic buildings pose to the historicist narrative itself.348  

Indeed, when new buildings do not conform to the theory that the history of architecture is a sequence of 

finite and unrepeatable moments in the evolution of a practical art -- a linear parade of successive styles 

through time – the theory of historicism is weakened.  But the preservation of the historicist narrative is 

not equivalent or necessary to the preservation of historic neighborhoods.  (In fact, as we will see, it can 

be objectively destructive to the character of those places.)  It follows that the mere misalignment 

between the construction of traditional infill and the hegemony of the historicist narrative is not a sound 

justification for proscribing such construction in historic districts.     

The second and more commonly cited consequence feared by opponents of traditional infill in 

historic neighborhoods is the so-called creation of “false history.”349  The concern is that passersby may 

be deceived into thinking non-historic buildings are historic if architects and clients are permitted to 

engage in the “re-use of past styles of building for new structures in historic areas under the pretext of 

aesthetics.”350  While some people do occasionally mistake a newer building for a historic one, there are 

numerous reasons why this is a faulty justification for refusing to tolerate new construction that re-

engages with the historic building traditions embodied in older neighboring structures.  First, the 

argument against creating “false history” generally fails to demonstrate what is at stake if someone 

happens to mistake a newer building for an older one.  The fact is that most informed and interested 

observers are capable of distinguishing between old and new buildings, no matter how subtle the 

distinctions may be.  As Léon Krier states, “It is impossible not to express in some measure the spirit of 

one’s own time and that is exactly what the notion of Zeitgeist describes.  Zeitgeist is as inescapable as 
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body-smell; it is no guarantee of quality.”351  This assertion is difficult to refute.  Indeed, even if a new 

building is constructed with an Italianate character, small giveaways of its construction date are almost 

inevitably discernable in the quality of its materials and the joints between them (even if the building 

employs so-called “faux-historic” brick).  Someone who is naturally observant or possesses a trained eye 

can very quickly spot these signs of contemporary construction, while someone with less experience can 

learn to distinguish between old and new buildings constructed in the same tradition, if motivated to do 

so.  Accordingly, those who mistake new buildings for historic ones are either unobservant, untrained, or 

uninterested.  One might complain that this argument is elitist insofar as it amounts to saying that there is 

no problem with deceiving members of the public at large so long as the educated are not deceived.  But 

those who level such a charge have completely missed the point of the argument.  Perhaps the most elitist 

premise of all is to assume that historic districts have value as such only to the extent that they serve as 

educational records of the Zeitgeist during previous historical epochs.352  If so, preventing the 

construction of traditional infill in historic districts on the basis of preventing the creation of “false 

history” really only benefits those who have an academic interest in those neighborhoods -- and even 

among that group, it only benefits the very least observant and discerning, who lack the capacity to 

identify a more recent building unless it is flagrantly marked with a “contemporary stamp.”  It is difficult 

to imagine that such a beneficiary exists, except perhaps a child who is visiting a historic place for 

educational purposes.  In those circumstances, the only measure needed to prevent the propagation of 

“false history” is proper interpretation.  A traditional building that has been newly constructed within a 

historic setting can be marked with a cornerstone or placard displaying its construction date.  If the 

building happens to be open for tours within a living history museum, the guide can state that the building 

is newer.  All of these are “contemporary stamps” that still allow a new building to blend into its historic 

setting rather than compromising the character and atmosphere of its surroundings by announcing itself 

vociferously.           
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Infill as a Tool for Reinforcing the Character of an Established Neighborhood 

Rather than preventing the creation of “false history” to benefit some fabled Jacques Clouseau of 

historians, it is far more important to ensure that the construction of infill does not detract from the 

character of a historic neighborhood.  As Semes notes, people are not drawn to older neighborhoods 

because they wish to live in the past, but because historic neighborhoods offer the beauty and character 

that people want in the present, while many neighborhoods developed more recently do not provide such 

an environment.353  (Even the historicist must concede that historic neighborhoods are of “our time” 

insofar as they are still adored and sought out for their beauty and functionality by contemporary people.)   

In the National Park Service’s document titled “National Register Bulletin: How to Apply the National 

Register Criteria for Evaluation,” seven criteria are listed for the integrity of a historic district, which is a 

necessary condition for obtaining and maintaining designation in the National Register of Historic Places 

(NRHP).  The criteria for integrity are location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 

association.354  As noted in the Bulletin, “To retain integrity a property will always possess several, and 

usually most, of the aspects.  . . .  Determining which of these aspects are most important to a particular 

property requires knowing why, where, and when the property is significant.”355  In the case of historic 

districts (rather than individual historic sites), setting and feeling are particularly important to integrity for 

the purposes of NRHP designation, because a district’s ability to convey its significance depends largely 

on its character as a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.  These are also the two aspects of 

integrity that can be impacted most profoundly – for better or for worse – by the addition of contemporary 

infill.  Critical to the definition of setting is the statement that “Whereas location refers to the specific 

place where a property [or district] was built . . . setting refers to the character of the place in which the 

property played its historical role.”356  Likewise, while feeling is sometimes dismissed as too nebulous a 
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concept or too dependent on subjective opinion, the reality of feeling as a measurable criterion of integrity 

becomes abundantly apparent when one experiences a historic neighborhood where the original feeling 

has been destroyed by the intrusion of inappropriate new construction.  The Bulletin helps to provide a 

clear and objective definition of the criterion in its statement that “Feeling is a property’s expression of 

the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period of time.  It results from the presence of physical 

features that, taken together, convey the property’s historic character.”357     Concerning the integrity of 

historic districts, the Bulletin adds that “When evaluating the impact of intrusions upon the district’s 

integrity, [it is necessary to] take into consideration the relative number, size, scale, design, and location 

of the components that do not contribute to the significance.  A district is not eligible if it contains so 

many alterations or new intrusions that it no longer conveys the sense of a historic environment.”358  In 

the case of Over-the-Rhine, then, eligibility to remain listed in the NRHP depends on whether “new 

intrusions” impact the setting and feeling of the district in such a way that “it no longer conveys the sense 

of a historic environment.”  To determine whether such erosion of character is threatening the integrity of 

OTR, it is necessary to review the aspects of its character that initially qualified it for listing in the NRHP.          

 

The Architectural and Urbanistic Basis for Over-the-Rhine’s Significance 

Over-the-Rhine was listed in the National Register of Historic Places for its significance in several areas, 

including architecture.  As stated in the nomination form authored by members of the Miami Purchase 

Association:  

A major feature of the Over-the-Rhine [district] that distinguishes it from other areas of the city 

 is its older cohesive character.  The visual continuity presented by the majority of buildings is the 

 unifying component that imparts sense of place.  The physical relationship of one building 

 adjacent to another in a dense, compact built environment is accentuated by the overall  

 uniform façade lines imposed on the streets.  The relative scale, brick building material, height, 

and architectural detailing blend to create distinctive streetscapes representing a particular 

sense of time and place.359  
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The above passage identifies the key aspects of OTR’s sense of place that must be preserved to maintain 

its integrity.  Notably, all of the listed features can be positively or adversely affected by the construction 

of infill, depending on its design.  This is especially true given that more than half of OTR’s pre-1930 

building stock has been lost, leaving many gaping holes where historic buildings used to be.360  It is for 

this reason that the Cincinnati Historic Conservation Board’s 2003 design guidelines for OTR state that 

“Infill construction is allowed on vacant sites in Over-the-Rhine, because gaps due to demolition weaken 

the streetscape and the overall character of the district.  New construction can improve both the physical 

quality and the economic vitality of the neighborhood.”361  However, this does not mean that all new 

construction necessarily strengthens the “streetscape and the overall character of the district.”  For this to 

be the case, new construction must also reinforce the other features that define its setting and feeling: the 

unifying “visual continuity presented by the majority of buildings;” the “overall uniform façade lines 

imposed on the streets;” and the “relative scale , brick building material, height, and architectural 

detailing [that] blend to create distinctive streetscapes representing a particular sense of time and place.”  

Such preservation of integrity cannot occur if new construction that unmistakably bears “a contemporary 

stamp” is consistently favored and encouraged over infill that respectfully blends into its historic context.  

In a historic district whose very significance lies largely in its impeccable visual continuity, it is the 

addition of new structures that are contrived to be unequivocally “of their time,” not “the re-use of past 

styles of building for new structures,” that threatens “disastrous consequences.” 

Refutation of Likely Objections from the Historicist Camp 

Here, two further objections are apt to be raised.  First, some parts of the above argument rely on 

provisions of the National Register Bulletin that seem to be grounded in the very historicist point of view 

that is under fire.  Second, the only non-historicist justifications for excluding visually incompatible new 

construction from historic districts such as OTR seem to be merely aesthetic and therefore shallow.  
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(Recall that the Athens Charter decries “The re-use of past styles of building for new structures in historic 

areas under the pretext of aesthetics” (emphasis added).)   

To address the first objection, it must be acknowledged that the National Register Bulletin does 

use historicist principles to substantiate some of its criteria for integrity.  Admittedly, there is a strong 

strain of historicist thought behind such statements as “Feeling is a property’s expression of the aesthetic 

or historic sense of a particular period of time” (emphases added); “setting refers to the character of the 

place in which the property played its historical role” (emphasis added); or “Workmanship is important 

because it can furnish evidence of the technology of a craft, [and] illustrate the aesthetic principles of a 

historic or prehistoric period” (emphasis added).  However, the purpose of the present critique of 

historicism is not to refute the school of thought altogether – only to highlight certain faulty premises or 

applications of historicism that have proven detrimental to historic preservation.  As Semes avers: “Like 

most clichés, the historicist view of architectural progress does contain a kernel of truth.  There are many 

cases when a particular and well-defined line of development, once initiated, is pursued by a number of 

architects working on a specific problem over the course of a few generations or more.”362  Of course, it 

would be unreasonable to deny that certain approaches to architectural design and construction were 

popular during a certain span of time.  The course of history – both architectural and otherwise – can 

indeed be retrospectively divided into periods marked by dominant themes and trends, and it makes a 

certain degree of sense to define eras – at least provisionally – by major events or developments that mark 

their beginning and end.  However, such explanations are inherently simplistic and are useful only as 

conceptual models of history.  Moreover, even as a basis for conceptual models, historicism is apt to 

distort our understanding of the past.  As Semes notes, historicism emphasizes revolution and rupture 

over continuity and tradition, even though both are crucial to an accurate understanding of history.363  

Historicism also tends to focus on certain trends as representations of a given Zeitgeist while ignoring or 

downplaying alternative trends that do not happen to support a favored narrative regarding the spirit of an 
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age.364  While such flaws and limitations must always be kept in mind, the given justifications for the 

National Register Bulletin’s criteria for integrity are not rendered invalid by their historicist tone.  A 

district can convey the atmosphere of a specific place during a given period of time if its setting and 

feeling have been preserved, and such elements should be regarded as determinants of integrity.  To be 

sure, there can be great educational value in experiencing a place that conveys the feeling of a previous 

time in history, and such experiences are often dependent on the integrity of historic places.  The only 

error would be to draw the further conclusion that 1) the sole value of preserving a historic district lies in 

maintaining a place’s ability to express “the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period of time,” and 

2) the workmanship, feeling, setting, design, and materials that distinguish a historic place are necessarily 

exclusive to that place’s period of significance and can never appear again in the buildings or 

neighborhoods of subsequent periods (especially those of “our time”) without the creation of “false 

history.”365  It is possible to embrace the National Register’s criteria for integrity without committing this 

error, and it is for this reason that there is no contradiction in carefully employing those criteria to support 

an argument against the historicist conception of appropriate infill.         

Indeed, perhaps more problematic than historicism itself is the manner in which it has been 

applied to architectural design, architectural history, and historic preservation.  In these applications, the 

monistic and deterministic elements of historicism are given extreme privilege.  On this view, every 

period in time is marked by one dominant evolutionary line of architectural development, and it could not 

have been otherwise.366  In the case of the 20th and 21st centuries, the spirit of the age is and can only be 

authentically expressed in Modernist architecture.  In fact, there is a moral imperative for the architecture 

of “our time” to be Modernist, lest it be “dishonest” and create “false history.”  Given that Modernists are 

otherwise typically committed to the ideals of pluralism, relativism, and freedom, the monistic and 

deterministic aspects of historicism applied to architecture point to hypocrisy and incoherence in the 
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Modernist theory of architecture, architectural history, and historic preservation.367  Such ideals also rest 

on a shaky understanding of the sources from which they originated.  In Architecture of the Absurd, 

philosopher John Silber lays waste to Siegfried Giedion’s claim that Modernists premised their Zeitgeist-

centered philosophy on a profound understanding of space and time as conceived under theoretical 

physics.  According to Silber, “Nothing reaches greater heights of pretension and bogus philosophic and 

historical exposition than [Giedion’s] Space, Time and Architecture, a work that attributes to Picasso and 

other Cubists a knowledge of Einstein’s special theory of relativity that none possessed.”368   

Silber adds: 

 Giedion’s assumption that artists look to scientists and respond quickly to the latest scientific 

 discoveries is suspect.  Non-Euclidean geometries were conceived, we must remember, not at 

 the beginning of the twentieth century the decade of Cubism’s birth, but in the 1820s by  

 Lobachevsky and in the 1850s by Riemann.  If it was the conjecture of non-Euclidean geometry 

 that inspired artists, why did it take them eighty years to come up with Cubism?  And if it was 

 the publication of Einstein’s special theory of 1905 that set them on their hunt, how was it that 

 these artists – abysmally ignorant of advanced tensor mathematics and physics – understood 

 Einstein years before more than a handful of scientists?369 

 

Silber goes on to explain that Modernist attitudes toward the making of art and architecture are 

much more likely traceable to the influence of Nietzsche.  More specifically, he attributes to Nietzsche the 

emergence of a notion closely related to the subversive, novelty-worshiping, Zeitgeist-based theory of 

Modernist art and architecture, namely, the idea that it is the role of the heroic artist-genius to express the 

unique spirit of each age.  Silber quips that under the Modernist philosophy of art and architecture as 

propounded by Giedion, “Architects are now to consider themselves descendants of Nietzsche’s 

Zarathustra, “geniuses” who by right break all laws and conventions.  Like Ayn Rand’s fictional Howard 

Roark, they behave as if they owe nothing to their clients beyond the gift of their genius.”370  Such 

thinking remains prevalent in the field of architecture approximately a century after Modernist gurus such 
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as LeCorbusier began publishing their first manifestos.  The emphasis on the genius of the architect is 

perpetuated in no small part by the approach that many architecture schools take to studio education – 

grooming every student to aspire toward starchitect status from day one, even when many lack the basic 

instinct to design a functioning powder room.  The result is not a world full of brilliant new architecture, 

but a world in which many mediocre architects destroy historic environments by erecting out-of-place 

monuments to their own egos, justifying their work through obscure and often incoherent arguments and 

almost always invoking the notion that their designs are appropriate because they are expressive of “our 

time.”  To the extent that local design guidelines encourage and even demand that infill in historic 

districts be clearly “of its time,” preservationists are complicit in these acts of destruction.  Ironically, 

most of the resulting buildings would not be considered works of genius by the standards of Modernism 

itself, let alone by any reasonable standard.  While there are a few “leaders” among today’s historicist 

practitioners of architecture – the Frank Gehrys, Daniel Libeskinds, Thom Maynes, and Peter Eisenmans 

– the vast majority are “followers” who generate second- or third-hand imitations of starchitects’ work, 

producing buildings that are neither groundbreakingly original nor appropriate to their contexts.  Often, 

the objects of imitation are even older works of Modernism dating to the 1920s or 1930s, raising serious 

questions about when “our time” even began.  In Ayn Rand’s terms, most architects operating under the 

auspices of Modernism today would be Peter Keatings, not Howard Roarks.  The rejection of traditional 

architecture has not eradicated imitation in the design of new buildings – it has merely replaced the model 

to be imitated.371   

But it should not be understood that I am here conceding to Modernists by agreeing that imitation 

is inherently an evil to be avoided.  While Modernist architects have long romanticized Walter Gropius’s 

credo of “Starting from zero,” the idea of ex nihilo or a priori invention in architecture is a myth, and all 

architectural design is necessarily imitative insofar as it must have a model.372  In the early nineteenth 
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century, Quatremère de Quincy gave greater clarity to the concept of architectural imitation in his 

Historic Dictionary of Architecture by defining it precisely and distinguishing it from copy.373  As 

Quatremère observes, architectural creation is a matter of combining and recombining existing elements – 

not creating them from scratch.374  (This is true even when “manmade” materials are employed.)  The 

elements of architecture are both physical (e.g., wood, stone, brick) and intangible (e.g., the rules of 

composition).  Whenever a new building is designed and constructed, it is either directly or indirectly an 

imitation of nature itself, insofar as all materials come from nature and can be assembled into stable 

structures only in accord with the laws of physical nature.375  The use of proportion in architecture also 

has its original model in the products of nature.376  Buildings that do not directly imitate nature in these 

respects have instead other buildings for their model or models.377  While such buildings are designed 

based on principles abstracted from the study of other buildings, they are not exact replicas of buildings 

that served as their models.  Regardless of its model, an imitative work of architecture will still be a 

unique building, not identical with any other.  By contrast, copy is defined as the exact, academic, or 

servile repetition of an existing work or some part of an existing work.378  A copy can be a work of 

craftsmanship, but perhaps it cannot be a work of art or design.  When present-day design critics 

denounce “imitation,” it is really copy that they wish to lament, for imitation is an inevitable and essential 

part of design.  Unfortunately, the words imitation and copy are too often used interchangeably in 

contemporary architectural discourse, adding confusion to a field that is already riddled with vague 

thought and language.  (We will examine later whether copy may also sometimes have a rightful place in 

the creation of infill.)  Accordingly, the conflation of imitation or mimesis with copy is a case of 

intellectual imprecision that has serious practical consequences where it is included within guidelines for 

new construction in historic districts.  Where all imitation and all copy is subsumed under the pejorative 
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but loosely defined category of “mimicry” and thereby discouraged, the only “appropriate” approach to 

infill in historic neighborhoods can be the deliberate creation of contrast at the expense of a district’s 

integrity.      

The failure to distinguish between imitation and copy and the indiscriminate denunciation of both 

is an inevitable consequence of historicist architectural thought.  It is the result of genius-worship without 

a coherent definition of genius; shrill commitment to seeking novelty at all costs; and contempt for any 

engagement with tradition.  All of these priorities descend from the supposed moral imperative for all 

architecture to express the Zeitgeist.  It was noted above that the disastrous consequences of Modernist 

architectural theory have largely to do with the manner in which historicism has been applied to 

architecture, and that such applications of historicism rest on a shaky grasp of the origins of historicist 

thought.  While Silber is likely correct that Modernism owes its cult of genius-worship to Nietzsche’s 

Zarathustra, the emphasis on expressing the “spirit of the age” as the task of the genius is more 

fundamentally attributable to Hegel.  But it is not a deep and scholarly understanding of Hegel that 

undergirds the Zeitgeist-centered theory of Modernist architecture.  In fact, most practitioners, theorists, 

and preservationists who insist that new construction must be “of its time” can be assumed to have no 

meaningful first-hand acquaintance with Hegel’s 1807 magnum opus, Phänomenologie des Geistes – 

often deemed the most challenging work of Western thought.  Instead, bits and pieces of Hegel’s theory 

have been taken out of the highly complex context of German Idealism and simplistically employed to 

prop up the spurious historicist narrative of architectural evolution.  Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter rightly 

refer to this achievement as “a sort of Reader’s Digest version of Hegel.”379   

As Sir Roger Scruton asserts, “the insights of ‘historicism‘ [in architectural theory] . . . are not 

hard-won; they come ready-made, along with the axioms of the theory.”380  Along with Watkin, Scruton 

traces the entry of deterministic principles of history into Modernist architectural theory to Burckhardt, 
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whom he describes as having been “steeped in Hegelian metaphysics,”381 and from whom Hegelian 

historicism was passed directly to Wolfflin, then to Frankl, and finally to Giedion and Pevsner through a 

pedagogical line.  By the time Hegelian principles made their way into the works of the latter two doyens 

of twentieth-century architectural theory, they had arguably survived in a diluted form, were accepted 

uncritically, and were not even directly attributed to Hegel.  Indeed, Scruton notes that Wolfflin himself 

was unusual in attributing his ideas regarding determinism in art and architecture directly to Hegel.382   

In addition to recounting the origins of certain Hegelian principles that made their way à la carte 

into standard works of twentieth-century architectural theory, Scruton summarizes numerous critical 

flaws in the historicist interpretation of architectural history.  For instance, he notes that if there is an 

underlying Zeitgeist that is to be expressed in the architecture of an era, there is no way of determining 

how that spirit should be expressed in the present or future.  Thus, in keeping with Popper’s critique of 

historicism, Scruton states that “the ‘style of an age’ is not a critical datum, not something that can be 

identified in advance of the individual intentions of individual architects.”383  The implication of this 

observation is that, contrary to the historicist notion that the current spirit of architecture dictates the work 

of architects, it must actually be the work of architects that dictates the current spirit of architecture.  

Hence, Scruton adds that “Historicism has no real method whereby to associate the works of a given 

period with its ruling spirit.  All it can do is focus on their association after the event, and try to derive, 

from a critical understanding of individual buildings, a suitable formula with which to summarize their 

worth.”384  Furthermore, Scruton highlights the fact that there has never been merely one approach to 

architecture at a given time in history – a fact that weakens the credibility of the historicist tendency to 

identify one dominant style as the only true and legitimate expression of a given Zeitgeist – a tendency 

that was especially prevalent in the analysis of Giedion.  By way of example, Scruton asks, “On what 

grounds . . . could he [(Giedion)] ignore the great classicist Lutyens, who was as much of his time, and as 
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much in command of his materials, as any of the architects whom Giedion praised?”385  Accordingly, it 

would be hypocritical for an opponent of historicism to argue against the alleged hegemony of Modernist 

architecture during certain times (including the present), on the basis that classical or traditional 

architecture better expressed or expresses the spirits of those times.  A more defensible rebuttal is to 

dispense with the concept of the “Spirit of the age” altogether and to assert that different forms of 

architecture are appropriate to different places at the same time.  In keeping with the principles of 

Semes’s conservation ethic, that is the tack that is taken in the following chapters encompassing case 

study methodology and case studies.  It is also exactly what Scruton has in mind when he suggests, 

against all prejudices and dogmas of historicism, that  

[A] work might succeed . . . in expressing something other than its historical reality, and derive 

 its success from that.  For example, it might succeed, like Westminster Cathedral, in expressing 

 the spirit of a world to which it does not belong, or in expressing some outlook that has no 

 historical determinacy whatsoever, like the rugged simplicity of the Italian hilltop town.386  

 

As will be further argued in Chapters 4 and 5, Over-the-Rhine lends itself very well to being 

analyzed as a place “expressing some outlook that has no historical determinacy.”  As already noted 

above, that outlook is the mindset that the visual whole of a neighborhood is greater than the sum of its 

parts, accompanied by the corresponding willingness of builders and property owners to make their 

individual buildings subservient to a greater whole through mindful and deliberate coordination.  Such an 

outlook certainly need not be confined to one period in history, and, indeed, places that have been 

developed according to this outlook will only persist through time if the mindset itself also persists from 

one period of time to another (however those periods may be defined).  But this brings us directly to the 

second objection anticipated above in response to the theory of appropriate infill endorsed in this thesis: 

that the only non-historicist justifications for excluding visually incompatible new construction from 

historic districts such as OTR seem to be merely focused on appearances and therefore shallow.   
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On the notion that neighborhood appearance is insufficient to justify a theory of appropriate infill 

There are two ways to address the objection that the theory of appropriate infill endorsed in this thesis is 

focused primarily on the physical appearance of places and therefore lacking in substance.  The first is to 

argue that the quality of a place’s physical appearance has direct importance.  The second is to argue that 

the physical character and appearance of a place has indirect importance through its impact on other 

features of a neighborhood that are not merely visual.  The most powerful response is to make both 

arguments, and that is what is undertaken below. 

 

The Direct Importance of Visual Appropriateness in Architecture 

Regarding the importance of a neighborhood’s visual character in itself, a compelling argument may be 

grounded in the concepts of appropriateness or propriety, civility, and manners.  While “appropriateness” 

in this discussion makes direct reference to the visual appearance of buildings in relation to their context, 

it also suggests that there is an ethical dimension to the choices we make regarding those appearances.  

Indeed, the key here is not to demonstrate that architectural appearances have a significance apart from all 

moral consideration, but to demonstrate that our individual and collective choices regarding architectural 

appearances have a unique and important moral significance.  Once again, Scruton is a source of valuable 

insight. 

In his discussion on the subject of “appropriateness” in architecture, Scruton notes that  

[It] is doubtful that there are such things as ‘aesthetic’ terms – terms whose meaning is given 

 simply by their use in aesthetic judgment.  The point was implicitly recognized by Alberti, each 

 of whose many articulations of aesthetic judgment employs terms which derive their meaning 

 from . . . the whole structure of practical reasoning.387 (229-230)      

 

Proceeding from Alberti’s conception of the appropriate as denoted by the architect’s use of the 

terms “aptus, decens, commodus, proprius,”388 Scruton offers a clear sense of what “appropriateness” 

means in architecture, and why it is important.  Essentially, Scruton argues that appropriateness in 
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architecture is a matter of decorum.  And while following the rules of decorous behavior may not be the 

most critical or serious element of ethics, such rules are nevertheless indispensable to any orderly, civil 

society.  Of course, Scruton does not suggest that rules of decorum are generally universalizable among 

all societies, nor, by extension, does he suggest that there is one universally superior architectural style or 

character.  In fact, he acknowledges the effective exercise of decorum not only in the work of 

traditionalist architects, but also in the work of Modernist masters such as Mies van der Rohe.389  

However, what Scruton does identify as universal is the need for conventions of manners and decorum in 

every culture and society.390  Thus, says Scruton, “We must recognize that the concept of the appropriate 

is of universal application.  . . .  We speak of what is appropriate in every sphere of rational conduct: 

appropriate behaviour, appropriate feelings, appropriate gestures, appropriate dress, food, wine, décor.” 

391 As to the specific moral importance of appropriateness, Scruton further explains that it is by following 

a society or community’s conventions of decorum that we signal our respect for that society or 

community, and our will to participate in a common set of customs for the benefit of all members.  As 

Scruton observes, the need for decorum permeates all aspects of everyday life.392  While decorum comes 

in many forms, Scruton defines architectural appropriateness as an example of “’visual decorum’ . . . [the 

cultivation of which] is part of a process of bringing order to the otherwise nebulous choices of individual 

life.”393  In this way, ‘visual decorum’ plays a unique and vital role in reinforcing the integrity of a 

society.  As for the singular importance of architectural appropriateness among the various forms of 

visual decorum, it can be added that architecture is one of the most permanent, visible, large, and 

inescapably ubiquitous products governed by such conventions.  While some deviations from 

appropriateness are relatively brief in duration, inconspicuous, and avoidable, such deviations in 

architecture impact the general public on a regular basis for generations. 
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One facet of appropriateness not explicitly addressed by Scruton is that the conventions in one 

area of decorum may have a different radius of applicability than the conventions of another area of 

decorum in the same society.  Thus, for example, while certain table manners may be consistent in 

American society from coast to coast, other conventions governing the art of conversation may differ 

from region to region.  In the case of architecture, rules of decorum may vary slightly or significantly 

from region to region, city to city, or even neighborhood to neighborhood.  That is why different historic 

districts and design review districts within the same city often have separate guidelines for appropriate 

infill.  Hence, to return to the specific subject of this thesis, the building culture that defines the character 

of Over-the-Rhine is drastically different from, say, the building culture that defines the character of the 

University of Cincinnati’s campus.  In order for a new building to fit appropriately and respectfully into 

OTR, it must answer to a different collection of conventions than if it were to be set on the campus of UC.  

However, conventions of architectural decorum are no less important for being highly localized in many 

cases.  Indeed, the local nature of architectural appropriateness makes it all the more important to build 

appropriate infill, in order to protect not only the identities of individual neighborhoods, but also the 

complex identity of a city that comes from encompassing such a diverse mosaic of smaller communities 

within one metropolitan boundary.  (With its broad collection of unique neighborhoods, Cincinnati is 

certainly a case in point.)  Seeking to build visually appropriate architecture in Over-the-Rhine is thus 

important as a lasting and highly visible indication that one cares about sustaining and participating in a 

collective culture of building in that location.  (The alternative is to show that one does not care about the 

collective building culture or visual identity of OTR by deviating from the established norms of the 

neighborhood.)  However, an important caveat asserted by Scruton is that principles of architectural 

appropriateness, like all principles of decorum, must not be so rigid as to demand militant conformity or 

preclude the making of necessary exceptions to rules.  Thus, as Scruton states, “Our sense of the 

appropriate.  . . . does not aim at rule-governed punctilio, but at easy flexibility, at a sense of what is 
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sensible, fitting, apt.”394  The exact criteria of architectural appropriateness for Over-the-Rhine will be 

addressed more specifically in Chapter 4, and the “need for easy flexibility” within the constraints of 

custom will certainly be taken into account.   

 

The Indirect Importance of Appropriateness in Architecture 

As for the argument that the visual character of a neighborhood has a significant role in achieving other 

important ends of a successful neighborhood, it is well established that the physical appearance of a place 

has direct economic, environmental, and behavioral implications that are likely to be deemed meaningful 

by those who still dismiss matters of neighborhood appearance as superficial, hollow, or hopelessly 

subjective.   

Quantitative research has been helpful in confirming the utility of preservation beyond its own 

immediate ends, and infill is certainly integral to the preservation strategies employed in locations that 

have been the subject of such research.  The consulting firm PlaceEconomics, headed by economist and 

2012 Crowninshield Award honoree Donovan Rypkema,395 has issued many studies proving the external 

benefits of historic preservation, offering compelling reasons to embrace preservation for those who 

remain skeptical of its inherent value.  While various entities have published useful research regarding the 

social and economic dimensions of preservation, Rypkema’s firm is among the most reputable.  

PlaceEconomics has not released a study concerning the multidimensional impact of historic preservation 

in Over-the-Rhine, or in Cincinnati as a whole.  A 2015 PlaceEconomics report on the Walnut Hills 

neighborhood does analyze a part of Cincinnati near OTR, but it focuses primarily on the potential future 

treatment of vacant buildings and sites, rather than assessing impacts of previous preservation or infill.396  

More relevant to the subject at hand is the 2018 PlaceEconomics publication Making the Connections: A 
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Study of the Impact of Historic Preservation in Indianapolis, commissioned by Indiana Landmarks.  

Many of the findings regarding the effects of preservation in another midsized Midwestern city are 

applicable to Cincinnati.  Focusing on Indianapolis’s locally designated historic districts and conservation 

districts, as well as its National Register of Historic Places historic districts that are not locally 

designated, the study objectively analyzes vast collections of quantitative data to confirm direct 

relationships between local or federal designation of historic areas, and other desirable outcomes in those 

areas.397  Specifically, the study demonstrates that the historic and conservation districts of Indianapolis 

are more successful than their non-designated counterparts at attracting and retaining young 

professionals;398 less prone to high rates of foreclosure during recessions;399 faster-growing in 

population;400 richer in jobs;401 more productive for all forms of local tax revenue;402 more stable in 

property values;403 and marked by higher property values overall.404   

For the purposes of this thesis, a useful extension of the 2018 study would be an investigation 

into the specific impact of infill on the noted metrics of success within historic districts.  For instance, the 

studied districts could be further measured against each other to determine whether the ratio of infill to 

historic fabric, and the character of infill relative to the character of contributing buildings within a 

district, cause some historic or conservation districts to see greater economic, social, and cultural benefits 

than others.  The beginning of such an investigation is found in the 2018 report on Indianapolis.  Indeed, 

certain measurements of success in the study show that locally designated historic districts enjoy an 

advantage over those that are designated only in the National Register of Historic Places.  This is 

specifically shown to be the case with respect to growth and stability in property values, and resilience of 
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property values in the face of economic downturn.405  In terms of the preservation policies associated with 

the two forms of designation, the primary difference between local and federal historic districts is that the 

former are subject to design review for all projects impacting neighborhood character, including 

demolition and new construction, while the latter are not, except in the case of rehabilitation projects that 

employ federal tax incentives.  Suffice it to say that the study, and others like it, lend credibility to the 

hypothesis that the regulation of infill in historic neighborhoods has distinct economic benefits.  In 

locations where the continuity of architectural appearance is essential to the character of a district, as in 

Over-the-Rhine, it also stands to reason that local designation with design guidelines that protect 

architectural continuity also protect the unique economic assets of those places.              

 

Synthesis and Segue to Methodology for Case Studies of Infill in Over-the-Rhine 

The above is an argument for avoiding certain widely accepted measures of appropriateness rooted in 

historicism when evaluating infill within historic neighborhoods.  In passing, it has included some 

discussion of measures that should be used – especially the extent to which a new building preserves or 

injures the integrity of a historic district through its impact on setting and feeling.  It has been established 

that any new construction in a historic district should reinforce the setting and feeling of its historic 

surroundings.  It still remains to establish a positive framework within which to classify and evaluate the 

appropriateness of specific examples of infill.  The term “appropriateness” is used advisedly, because it is 

something that can be determined objectively, ensuring that conclusions are not based on mere “taste” and 

cannot therefore be dismissed as subjective.  Regardless of whether one finds a particular building to be 

beautiful, it can be objectively determined whether a new building in a historic district enhances or 

violates the character and integrity of its setting.  Such an objective method of classification is found in 

Steven Semes’ approach to categorizing infill based on its position on the spectrum between the two 
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extremes of compatibility and contrast.  Semes has identified the following four categories (each 

accompanied by its definition): 

 Literal Replication: 

“Each of the four strategies strikes a different balance between the values of 

differentiation and compatibility.  The strategy of Literal Replication prioritizes the latter 

and minimizes the former.  This is the strategy of the “seamless addition” that seeks to 

expand a preexisting structure or ensemble by directly reproducing or closely imitating 

the original form, material, and detail.”406 

 

 Invention within a Style 

“The second of the four strategies yields a new addition or infill building which, while 

not replicating the original design elements, nonetheless adds new elements in the same 

style or in a closely related one, sustaining a sense of general continuity in architectural 

language.  The intention of the strategy is to achieve a balance between differentiation 

and compatibility, but weighted in favor of the latter.”407 

 

 Abstract Reference 

 

“The third strategy is a modern innovation that seeks to defer to the historic setting 

while consciously avoiding literal resemblance or working in a historical style.  The 

approach seeks to balance differentiation and compatibility, but with the balance tipped 

toward the former.”408 

 

 Intentional Opposition 

 

“The fourth strategy for relating new and old architecture is one of conscious departure 

from the character of the preexisting setting and the determination to alter that character 

through contrast, an approach that privileges differentiation at the expense of 

compatibility.”409 

 

Examination of individual examples shows that most infill can readily be placed in one of the 

above four categories.  A few slightly more ambiguous examples may lie somewhere between two of the 
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four major categories on the spectrum, but there is no problem with stating that a building exhibits a 

combination of, e.g., Abstract Reference and Intentional Opposition, or Literal Reconstruction and 

Invention within a Style.  Sometimes, when a building cannot be neatly classified within one of the four 

primary categories, it is because the designer has failed to achieve his or her aims.  For instance, many 

architects aim at invention within a style and end up instead achieving abstract reference because they 

have failed to grasp some of the principles that govern design within a given style.  In other cases, 

buildings that were designed without any respect to their context may still have accidental continuities 

with their historic settings, and therefore be classified as a combination of Intentional Opposition and 

Abstract Reference.  Where such cases occur in Over-the-Rhine, the dual classification will be noted.   

One of the great virtues of Semes’s method of classification is that it does not come with 

prescriptive advice regarding the appropriateness of a given style or of a particular approach to infill.  The 

appropriateness depends entirely on the context.  If the character of a historic district is defined in part by 

the strong continuity of a particular style, then “Invention within a style” will be the proper approach, and 

the selected style for new construction should be congruous with the style(s) of contributing historic 

buildings within the district.  Such is the case in Over-the-Rhine.  However, in a historic district whose 

character is marked by an eclectic variety of styles, continuity of style may be far less important to 

maintaining the integrity of the neighborhood, and Intentional Opposition may have a less subversive and 

therefore more appropriate impact on the integrity of such a neighborhood.  In Over-the-Rhine, however, 

it has been shown that continuity of style is critical to preserving integrity.  Therefore, infill that falls into 

the category of Intentional Opposition, regardless of possible variation in subjective judgments 

concerning its beauty, must be deemed objectively and unequivocally inappropriate to Over-the-Rhine.  

What about the other three categories?  The appropriateness of Invention within a Style is least 

vulnerable to dispute, since it satisfies the demands for originality among historicists, while providing the 

level of continuity needed to preserve OTR’s character-defining unity of style.  While concerns about the 

creation of “false history” have largely been rebutted above, even those who still fear the creation of false 

history can be mollified, as previously noted, with an inset stone displaying the year of construction, or a 
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placard indicating that a building is not historic, even though it blends into its historic context.  That 

Invention within a Style is widely accepted as appropriate within OTR is substantiated by the many 

certificates of appropriateness that have been issued for projects in that category by the Historic 

Conservation Board for infill in the neighborhood, even though HCB staff, OTR design guidelines, and 

many HCB members express historicist leanings.  Invention within a Style, successfully executed, should 

therefore be considered an appropriate approach to infill in OTR, and is treated accordingly in the case 

studies below.  Unsuccessful attempts at Invention within a Style will also be evaluated. 

More contentious than Invention within a Style is Literal Reconstruction (or Replication).  While 

there is no denying that such an approach, done well, can ensure the greatest continuity of character in 

districts where vacant sites are redeveloped with new buildings, historicists continue to argue that such 

infill not only lacks authenticity in itself but damages the authenticity of its historic context.  It was noted 

above in the discussion of imitation and copy that we would address the potential role of copy within the 

design of appropriate infill for Over-the-Rhine and neighborhoods like it, and we return to that subject 

now.  According to those who are opposed to “copy” on the grounds that it creates false history, there are 

two subcategories of Literal Reconstruction that can damage the authenticity of a neighborhood in 

different ways: 1) Literal Replication of a missing building that is sufficiently informed by historical 

records to be accurate in appearance; and 2) “Conjectural reconstruction” of a lost resource, based on 

inadequate historical documentation of the resource’s historic appearance.  Both of these concerns are 

addressed below. 

 

First concern regarding Literal Replication – Neighborhood Authenticity Damaged by Accurate 

Reconstruction 

In the case of the first subcategory, the primary concern of opponents of Literal Reconstruction is, again, 

the creation of “false history.”  According to this argument, when a building is accurately reconstructed 

on a site within a larger district based on sufficient documentation of its historic appearance, it not only 

undermines the authenticity of the district by creating a false impression of how the district has changed 
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over time (specifically, how the district has lost contributing buildings to demolition over time), but it 

also misrepresents contemporary craftsmanship as “historic.”  Regarding the fear of creating a false sense 

of a neighborhood’s evolution over time, again, an accurate reconstruction can be marked as such to 

prevent any propagation of false history.  In addition, given that preservationists with a historicist outlook 

are against “freezing” historic neighborhoods at a specific “moment in time,” it is ironic that they insist on 

preserving the visible evidence that a historic building has been demolished by keeping a site vacant or 

demanding that new construction on that site be visibly “of its time.” After all, such an approach merely 

immortalizes a later moment in the neighborhood’s development, albeit often a moment after its 

acknowledged period of significance.  By contrast, infill that can be classified as Literal Replication of a 

previously existing building on a site does not aim to immortalize a specific moment in time, but to ensure 

the endurance of a specific quality of place through time.410  Accordingly, the argument against accurate 

Literal Reconstruction on the basis of creating a false image of a neighborhood’s historic development is 

doubly unfounded. 

In addition, there are major inconsistencies inherent in the philosophy that Literal Reconstruction 

is never an appropriate approach to infill within a historic district.  The same theory that opposes Literal 

Reconstruction of buildings or facades also encourages the reconstruction of missing components of 

existing historic buildings where necessary.  (This is partly why there is little merit to the argument 

against Literal Reconstruction of buildings on the grounds that it misrepresents contemporary 

craftsmanship as “historic.”)  Indeed, for example, the same philosophy that forbids the Literal 

Reconstruction of a missing building encourages the Literal Reconstruction of a missing window.  As a 

result, a double-standard is applied to acts of Literal Reconstruction depending on the scale of the thing 

reconstructed and whether the thing reconstructed is recognized as a part or a whole.  If it is appropriate to 

reconstruct smaller elements of a historic building that have been destroyed, why is it not appropriate to 

reconstruct all elements of a building that is entirely missing, provided the historic appearance of all of 
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those elements is adequately documented?  According to the theory that opposes Literal Reconstruction of 

whole buildings while allowing individual parts to be rebuilt in kind, it is appropriate to rebuild the 

missing cornice of an Italianate building as it originally was; it is appropriate to rebuild a collapsed 

masonry wall on the same building in-kind; and it is appropriate to reconstruct a missing historic window 

in the same building to match the surviving original windows.  But if all of these features were lost at 

once through a single act of demolition, it is not appropriate to reconstruct all of the same mentioned 

elements simultaneously – even if the historic appearance of all of those elements is well known.  There is 

no discernible logic behind such a double-standard.  The only possible defense that could be offered is the 

notion that it is appropriate to reconstruct a missing part of a building, but it is generally not appropriate 

to reconstruct a missing whole.  Still, such a distinction is a matter of degree, and it would be impossible 

to avoid arbitrariness in setting any rule regarding a minimum percentage of historic building material 

that must be extant if reconstruction of the remainder is to be considered appropriate.  We have further 

proof of the flawed reasoning behind the noted-double standard in the fact that the distinction between 

part and whole is largely arbitrary as well.  Indeed, just as a reconstructed window can be construed both 

as part of a building and as a whole unit unto itself, a building in an urban neighborhood can be regarded 

as both a part of a greater ensemble and as an individual unit.  In reality, every object or entity we 

encounter can simultaneously be understood as part and whole, though the deeper understanding of any 

object is always achieved by considering its role as part of a greater whole.  One might cry “false 

equivalency” in objection to the above comparison between the relationship of window to building and 

the relationship of building to neighborhood.  After all, isn’t it impossible for a window to serve its 

purpose without being part of a building, while an individual building can serve its purpose without being 

part of a neighborhood?  The answer, in a word, is “no.”  Individual buildings cannot serve any purpose 

outside of a greater context, whether their location is urban, suburban, or rural (unless they happen to 

encompass every function, such as LeCorbusier’s plan to house the city of Algiers in a single continuous 

building).  The function of any given building has meaning only within the context of a larger and more 

complex network of societal functions.  This is true even of a remote trading post or a lone igloo.  
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Moreover, in high density urban settings such as Over-the-Rhine, the interdependence of buildings as 

parts of a greater whole is not merely abstract but physical.  Indeed, most of the contributing buildings in 

OTR are literally attached to their neighbors, and many are even working to hold each other up through 

shared walls and, in some cases, shared or mutually supporting foundations.  It is also only in concert that 

these buildings achieve their profound effect of stylistic and formal unity. Here, the distinction between 

part and whole becomes even more ambiguous, lending further credence to the understanding that each 

“building” is necessarily and fundamentally a part of a whole urban ensemble.  Accordingly, it is 

logically inconsistent to hold, simultaneously, that it is appropriate to reconstruct missing parts of 

individual buildings in OTR, while it is inappropriate to reconstruct an entire missing façade. 

But there is another reason, specific to Over-the-Rhine and other neighborhoods marked by an 

abundance of Italianate buildings, for rethinking the typical proscription against “copy” and Literal 

Replication in the standards for the design and construction of infill in historic districts.  To wit, many 

historic Italianate buildings are distinguished by features that are themselves copies.  For instance, when 

historicists write guidelines such as “Buildings should employ a strong top component that terminates the 

building, without mimicking the district’s historic cornices,” it suggests an unawareness of the process 

through which most of the district’s historic cornices were originally conceived.  Indeed, while there is a 

great variety of cornice designs in OTR and neighborhoods of similar character, many of those features 

were directly derived from nineteenth-century pattern books.411  In other words, they are copies.  In fact, 

without the use of copy and Literal Replication, OTR never would have acquired its singularly distinctive 

unity of character in the first place.  Accordingly, the devices of copy and Literal Replication may be, 

along with imitation, not only appropriate but essential to preserving the integrity of OTR’s character, 

feeling, and sense of place.   

Thus, for the purposes of the case studies below, Literal Replication based on adequate 

documentation of a building’s historic appearance is considered to be an appropriate approach to infill.  
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Next is to address the related question regarding the appropriateness of conjectural reconstruction as a 

method of infill. 

 

Second concern regarding Literal Replication – Neighborhood Authenticity Damaged by 

Conjectural Reconstruction 

The only difference between “Conjectural reconstruction” and Invention within a Style is the intention 

behind the work.  In the case of Invention within a Style, a designer employs the principles, methods, and 

materials of a local building tradition to fill a void in the urban fabric with architecture that is 

authentically of its place.  There is no goal of rebuilding something that existed on the site at some 

previous date – only of reinforcing the character of a historic district through context-sensitive new 

construction.  By contrast, “Conjectural reconstruction,” as an approach to infill, is carried out with the 

explicit goal of rebuilding a demolished part of the historic urban fabric on the basis of educated guesses 

rather than accurate records.  This is one case where there may be some truth to the statement in Article 9 

of the Charter of Venice that “[Restoration] must stop at the point where conjecture begins.”  Indeed, 

while we have seen above that there is typically little or no harm done by a contemporary building that 

happens to be mistaken by some people as historic, there is also no good reason to construct infill that is 

intended to replicate a missing building in the absence of adequate evidence of its historic appearance.  

Indeed, such construction, deliberately framed as a reconstruction, would be an inaccurate representation 

of previous conditions on the site.  If the aim were to educate passersby concerning the historic 

appearance of a site, a project based on conjectural restoration would indeed fail.  Accordingly, rather 

than pursuing the construction of infill as a conjectural restoration of a lost historic building, it is better 

simply to construct infill to be of its place by treating the pursuit as a work of Invention within a Style.  

Then, there is no pretense of accurately representing a historic appearance that is, in fact, unknown.  The 

very same design can be appropriate if it is framed as a work of Invention within a Style rather than as a 

conjectural reconstruction – especially if the building is marked with one of the aforementioned indicators 

that it is not intended to be a reconstruction of lost architecture. 
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The final approach to infill to be considered is Abstract Reference.  It is important to examine this 

method closely because much of the completed infill in Over-the-Rhine falls into this category, and the 

Historic Conservation Board continues to issue certificates of appropriateness for designs of this nature.  

As Semes notes, Abstract Reference aims at achieving a combination of compatibility and contrast, but it 

is weighted slightly in favor of the latter.  At its best, infill that falls into the category of Abstract 

Reference is sympathetic to its historic neighbors with respect to scale, massing, directional emphasis 

(vertical or horizontal), rhythm of fenestration, color, and ratio of solid to void.  Most design guidelines 

for historic districts, including the existing and proposed guidelines for Over-the-Rhine, are written to 

encourage Abstract Reference by promoting compatibility at the macro level of design and favoring 

contrast at the micro level.  By “macro,” I am referring to the qualities of architecture that can be 

discerned from a significant distance.  These are the same features that can be seen at close range if one 

squints while looking at a building, or if one is visually impaired and has received a bionic eye that “lets 

people tell the difference between shapes, movement, and light.  . . . [but] does not allow people to see in 

the same way that healthy eyes function.”412  Indeed, only long-range viewing or severely compromised 

vision would allow most buildings in the Abstract Reference category to appear authentically compatible 

with their surroundings.  After all, the details of a building – i.e., the “micro-level” elements of a design 

that become perceptible at close range when healthy or adequately bespectacled eyes are wide open – are 

crucial to determining whether new architecture is compatible with historic neighbors.  This is the concept 

that Krier explains through his illustration titled “Relative Distances and Degrees of Information” 

(1988).413  When infill is designed to be compatible with its context only at the macro level, the result is 

often a mere cartoonish mockery of a neighborhood’s historic fabric.  This is especially true in 

neighborhoods such as Over-the-Rhine, where the overall character is determined not only by the basic 

massing, scale, color, and other macro-level features of the historic urban fabric, but also by the distinctly 

                                                           
412 “Guide to Bionic Eyes: Implants, Lenses & the Status in 2021,” NVISION, accessed Oct. 18, 2021, 
https://www.nvisioncenters.com/education/bionic-eyes/. 
413 Léon Krier, Architecture: Choice or Fate (London: Papadakis, 1998), 70. 
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human scale of the architectural details.  For instance, the brackets on the cornices of most historic 

Italianate buildings in OTR are usually further subdivided into moldings that are approximately the width 

of a human thumb and become perceptible only as one gets close to a facade.  The same is true of the 

detailing of ground-floor storefronts, the joints between bricks on the upper floors, and the inflected 

moldings that surround windows.  In the absence of detail at this human scale, the semblance of 

compatibility between infill and historic fabric in OTR starts to break down as soon as one comes within 

ten, twenty, or even fifty feet of new construction in the Abstract Reference category.  As a consequence, 

infill that qualifies as Abstract Reference, while often rubber-stamped by Cincinnati’s Historic 

Conservation Board, is generally inappropriate within the context of Over-the-Rhine.  The case studies 

below will attempt to treat examples of Abstract Reference as charitably as possible and will include an 

earnest search for instances of Abstract Reference that are appropriate to the neighborhood, but such 

examples will be found to be few and far between. 

The above helps to establish a framework for the case studies in Chapter 5, in addition to several 

other parameters.  The case studies in Chapter 5 will be broken down into three sections: one for each of 

the three noted infill categories identified in Semes’s Conservation Ethic that are found in Over-the-

Rhine.  As noted above, Intentional Opposition is considered to be categorically inappropriate in Over-

the-Rhine; Abstract Reference is considered to be generally inappropriate in OTR, with some possible 

exceptions; Literal Reconstruction is considered to be appropriate to OTR, as long as it is based on 

adequate documentation and properly identified as reconstruction; and Invention within a Style is 

considered to be most appropriate.  Each infill project examined will also fall into one of two major 

categories based on the scale of the undertaking.  Projects will either be classified as “Block” 

developments (i.e., projects that encompass multiple parcels and constitute a large segment of a given 

block) or “Small” developments (i.e., projects covering no more than three standard parcels, and typically 

built to serve single- or multi-family residential uses).  Both project types will be evaluated according to 

the same criteria, but the relatively large impact of “Block” projects on their setting will be considered.  

Then, there will be a brief summary of the background of the project, followed by a description of the 
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project’s urban context.  Each project will then be evaluated for the degree to which it achieves 

appropriateness to its context, using a rubric developed in Chapter 4.  Where appropriateness has not been 

achieved, this section of each study will include suggestions for how the individual project could have 

been made more compatible with its context.  Following the case studies, Chapter 7 will focus on 

recommendations for actions that could be taken to improve the promotion of appropriate infill and curtail 

the approval of infill that damages the character and integrity of OTR.  The final item in the list of 

recommendations will be a table summarizing amendments that should be made to the design guidelines 

to improve the odds that new construction approved in the future will be truly appropriate to the 

neighborhood. 

The format of each case study will be as follows: 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above) 

 Project Address 

 Project Name 

 Year of Construction 

 Size of Project (Block or Small) 

 Project Background 

 Summary of context 

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

 

One final note pertains to the method of selection for the subjects of the case studies. The selected 

case studies are those that best illustrate common merits or failures associated with each particular 

category of infill in Over-the-Rhine.  Where relevant examples exist at both scales, I have selected at least 

one example at the “Block” scale and one example at the “Small” scale for each applicable category of 

infill in each subarea of OTR.  There are no known examples of Literal Reconstruction/Replication, so 

this category is not examined in the case studies.  As for the remaining three categories, only 
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inappropriate examples of Intentional Opposition will be considered, since, as noted, this method of infill 

has been deemed categorically inappropriate to the context of OTR.  In the categories of Invention within 

a Style and Abstract Reference, the case studies will include analysis of at least one appropriate example 

and one inappropriate (or less appropriate) example in each subarea, at each scale, to the extent that such 

examples exist.  By seeking to examine more and less successful examples of each applicable category of 

infill, at each scale, in each of the six subareas of OTR, I aim to provide analysis that is sufficiently 

detailed and all-encompassing to yield a complete overview of the issues facing infill in Over-the-Rhine.  

The objective of these case studies is to furnish detailed practical guidance for the making of appropriate 

infill in OTR by way of exemplary models of what to do, and illustrative examples of what not to do.  At 

stake is nothing less than the long-term preservation of the character, feeling, and overall integrity of a 

nationally significant historic neighborhood. 
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CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDY METHODOLOGY 

The previous chapter sought to establish an objective philosophical framework for the evaluation of 

appropriateness in the design of infill for neighborhoods that are significant for their character.  While 

some preliminary connections were drawn between the general principles outlined and the case of Over-

the-Rhine, OTR’s character and architecture were not addressed in detail.  In order to formulate an 

objective case study methodology for infill that is specific to Over-the-Rhine, it is also necessary to 

establish a rubric for compatible new construction in that particular neighborhood.  First, however, it is 

important to emphasize the essential importance of the arguments presented in Chapter 3 as an objective 

foundation for this rubric.  If the reader has not followed and accepted the arguments regarding the false 

premises of historicist theories of appropriate infill, and the relative value of infill that is authentically of 

its place rather than overtly “of its time,” then the following criteria for appropriate infill in Over-the-

Rhine may still seem to be rooted in preference.  In that case, it would be advisable to read David 

Watkin’s Morality and Architecture, Sir Roger Scruton’s The Aesthetics of Architecture, and Steven 

Semes’s The Future of the Past in their entirety before reading any further in this text.  Likewise, the 

importance of architectural continuity to the character of Over-the-Rhine has been proven in Chapter 3 

and must also be assumed as a shared premise between author and reader if it is to be agreed that the 

methodology for the case studies is objective.   

At any rate, the criteria outlined below are based on the objective dichotomy between features 

that are “like” and “unlike” – not on the subjective dichotomy between “like” and “dislike” on the part of 

the author.  It is not necessary to like or dislike a new building in Over-the-Rhine in order to reach an 

objective conclusion, through basic comparison of features, regarding whether that building reinforces or 

detracts from the neighborhood’s exceptional degree of architectural cohesiveness.  That is, all measures 

of appropriateness employed in the case studies will be based on a simple comparison of similarity or 

dissimilarity between elements of new buildings in OTR and elements of the historic buildings that define 

the neighborhood’s character.  Through objective, granular comparisons between part and part, the case 
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studies will also ultimately yield objective comparisons between buildings taken as whole compositions.  

While aesthetic preferences may vary among reasonable persons, basic comparisons between the 

characteristics of two features are universal and objective.  Children have an innate capacity to look at 

two physical objects and identify their similarities and differences.  It is only through immersion in 

abstract theories that encourage us to ignore observable evidence that this capacity becomes compromised 

– especially in the case of architecture.  Ultimately, the case study methodology outlined herein places 

more weight on the testimony of observation than on pseudo-philosophical doctrines that tell us to 

overlook what we see.  Accordingly, the appropriateness of infill will be evaluated based on the final 

product of design, not solely on the intention or the process behind the design, though the process is 

certainly of practical interest where appropriate results have been achieved.   

What are the objects of observation that will be the focus of the case studies?  The analysis will 

simply focus on the physical qualities of buildings and their parts.  Under the Zeitgeist-centered historicist 

understanding of appropriate infill, as seen in Chapter 3, observers are urged to look beyond the sensible 

and measurable features of a building to grasp and appreciate its metaphysical qualities, and to understand 

buildings to be “compatible” with each other in ways that transcend their physical differences.    In this 

thesis, by contrast, the judgments will maintain objectivity by focusing on physical qualities only.  Thus, 

the method behind the case studies is essentially phenomenological.  For an inventory of features and 

parts that define the character of buildings and streetscapes in Over-the-Rhine, it is not necessary to start 

from scratch.  The existing design guidelines for the Over-the-Rhine Local Historic District (2003) 

provide a breakdown of architectural and urban characteristics that are essential to defining Over-the-

Rhine’s sense of place.  While the guidelines have proven inadequate to prevent the construction of 

incompatible infill, it is not for total lack of a suitable basic framework of criteria for propriety, and that 

framework is largely retained, if improved upon, in the case study methodology.  Architecture is complex, 

but it still has a limited number of physical components and properties, and therefore a limited number of 

traits through which two buildings may be like or unlike each other.  In recognition of this fact, the 
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existing design guidelines measure the appropriateness of proposed infill by comparing the following 

features of prospective new construction with the corresponding features of the neighborhood’s character-

defining architecture: Composition (base, middle, top); Roofs; Window Openings; Storefronts; Setback; 

Rhythm; Emphasis (vertical or horizontal); Height; and Materials.  While this rubric is missing some 

essential criteria (discussed further below), all of the criteria included therein are essential to an objective 

comparison between infill and context in OTR, and will thus be retained as categories for evaluation of 

appropriateness within the case study methodology.414        

The 2003 guidelines are straightforward in identifying the areas in which new construction must 

be compatible with its context.  In a neighborhood whose physical identity and significance are dependent 

on its unity of character, the task of evaluating visual compatibility is fairly simple.  However, per 

Viollet-le-Duc’s trope, unity is not the same as uniformity,415 and OTR still encompasses a great deal of 

variety within its remarkably consistent building stock.  It is thus important that any rubric for evaluating 

the appropriateness of infill in Over-the-Rhine admit of a range of possibilities.  Guidelines that are so 

restrictive that they permit only one solution for the redevelopment of a given site in OTR would promote 

a degree of uniformity that is also out of character with the district.  However, for a neighborhood as 

cohesive in its architectural character as OTR, the range of possible compatible solutions will be 

relatively narrow.  This means that both compatibility and variety must be achieved at the level of the 

details.  In the City of Portland, Oregon’s Infill Design Toolkit, the definition of compatibility is 

introduced with a heading that reads “Compatibility: More About Patterns, Less About Details.”416 (ii)  

The infill case study methodology for OTR rejects this prevailing dogma that details are irrelevant to 

compatibility and involves evaluating the appropriateness of new interventions based on patterns and 

details.  The reasons for this have already been argued in Chapter 3.  Architectural detail is missing from 

                                                           
414 City of Cincinnati, Over-the-Rhine Historic District Designation Report (2003), Exhibit C. 
415 Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, trans. Benjamin Bucknall, Lectures on Architecture, Vol. 1 (London: Sampson Lowe, Marston, 
Searle, and Rivington, 1877), 465-466. 
416 City of Portland, Bureau of Planning, The Infill Design Toolkit: Medium Density Residential Development, A Guide to Integrating 
Infill Development into Portland’s Neighborhoods (Portland, OR: City of Portland, Bureau of Planning, 2008), ii. 
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the existing design guidelines as a category for the assessment of appropriateness, and has duly been 

added to the rubric for appropriate infill employed in Chapter 5. 

It remains, then, to define the specific, concrete requirements for compatible new architecture in 

Over-the-Rhine.  As noted in the introduction and throughout the preceding chapters, Over-the-Rhine is 

most well-known for possessing the largest and most intact collection of Italianate buildings in the United 

States.  Second greatest in abundance is the neighborhood’s large stock of vernacular Greek Revival 

buildings.  Virtually any new building that is compatible with OTR’s quality of place must, therefore, be 

compatible with its Italianate and Greek Revival architecture.  Does this mean that new buildings in OTR 

must be Italianate or vernacular Greek Revival in order to be properly sensitive to their context?  The 

answer depends on what it means for a building to be Italianate or Greek Revival.  Most often, 

classifications of this nature are referred to as “styles.”  And, admittedly, in the previous chapter, Semes’s 

term “Invention within a Style” was identified as one of four classifications of infill that will be used in 

the case studies.  However, as architectural theorist Samir Younés has argued, it is possible to place 

buildings in categories such as Italianate without ever speaking of “style,” and instead employing the 

concept of character.417  Unlike “style,” character is relatively free from associations with concepts such 

as “fashion,” “period,” or “Zeitgeist,” and is far more closely associated with collections of features that 

tend to appear together in buildings and with the different genii locorum that result depending on which 

collections of features prevail in a given location.  As Younés states, “Character brings all the elements of 

judgment to the fore: form (general composition), quality (proportions, tectonics, materials, colors), and 

purpose (public or private).”418  In this way, the use of the concept of character in lieu of style allows 

buildings to be classified objectively based on their physical features, without reference to abstract and 

insensible concepts such as “period” or “Spirit.”  Thus, it is possible to speak of Italianate character rather 

than Italianate style, and, in so doing, to classify a building as Italianate without making any assertions 

                                                           
417 Samir Younés, The Imperfect City: On Architectural Judgment (2012) (repr. New York: Taylor and Francis, 2016), Chapter 7, 
Kindle Edition. 
418 Ibid., location 3212. 
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about a specific era to which such a building must properly belong, or a specific set of feelings or societal 

circumstances that must underlie the motivation to construct such a building.    While the term “Invention 

within a style” will be used in the case studies for the sake of consistency with Semes’s overall 

conservation ethic, it would be most correct to refer to this approach to infill as “Invention within a 

character.”  Semes’s own argument would seem to support this substitution in terminology.  Indeed, 

Semes notes that architectural and urban character is the sum-total of the effects achieved in a building or 

setting through the application of principles regarding architectural and urban space, structure, elements, 

composition, proportion, ornament and decoration.419 Semes also emphasizes that character is an 

empirical property of buildings and neighborhoods – not a mere abstraction.420  His concluding remarks 

on character are so pertinent to the case study methodology that it is worthwhile to quote them at some 

length: 

 Character is not limited to the abstract ideas buildings and places are thought to express. 

 Character is not the concept or idea itself, but the manner in which it is materially embodied, 

 the totality of its realization in physical terms.  Indeed, character often persists long after the 

 original purposes of a building or the original inhabitants of a place have disappeared.  

 Furthermore, when works of diverse styles and periods form an ensemble characterized by a 

 strongly unified sense of place . . . we can say that the buildings jointly define a collective

 character greater than that contributed by any one of them.421  

 

Equally relevant to the approach taken in the following rubric and case studies is Semes’s specific 

description of “Historic character” as “this sense of identity in a place (i.e., character] sustained by the 

decision of multiple authors over an extended period of time.”422  And, regarding the importance of 

deliberately protecting historic character, Semes adds that:  

It [(historic character)] is therefore vulnerable to erosion or loss due to the removal of features 

 that define it or the introduction of new features that might alter or diminish it.  The objective of 

 any preservation program should therefore be to identify the “character-defining elements” of a 

                                                           
419 Semes, 46-64. 
420 Ibid, 66. 
421 Ibid, 66-67. 
422 Ibid, 67. 
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 historic place and take measures to sustain them by managing change to prevent unnecessary 

 loss.423 (Emphases added) 

The empirical, character-based case study methodology established in this chapter for Over-the-

Rhine is precisely what Semes calls for in the above statement.  Thus, any appropriate infill within a 

historic neighborhood, regardless of which of Semes’s four categories of infill it may embody, must 

ultimately sustain the character of that neighborhood.    

The character of Over-the-Rhine’s contributing architecture is largely Italianate, and this means 

nothing more or less than that most buildings in the district possess a certain collection of objectively 

identifiable traits.  It is not difficult to take stock of and agree upon these features.  Below, the character 

of OTR’s Italianate architecture is described explicitly and in detail so as to establish specific criteria for 

the appropriateness of infill in most parts of OTR, where the immediate architectural context is likely to 

be primarily Italianate in character.  A similar breakdown of typical character-defining features for OTR’s 

vernacular Greek Revival architecture is subsequently outlined to serve as criteria for compatibility of 

infill in parts of OTR where the Greek Revival buildings are more prevalent than the Italianate, or where 

the mix of extant contributing buildings demands sensitivity to both characters.  In both cases, the 

breakdown is organized according to the categories of architectural element identified in the 2003 design 

guidelines, plus an additional section devoted specifically to architectural detail, although many facets of 

detailing are also addressed under other categories.  However, it should be noted that the Italianate and 

Greek Revival characters have much in common with each other, as will become apparent in the 

descriptions that follow.  The cohesive coexistence of the Italianate and the Greek Revival in OTR is, in 

itself, an instructive example of how architects may design new buildings that reinforce the character of 

patterns and details established by their neighbors without being identical to them in those respects.  

Although OTR includes contributing fabric that is not strictly Italianate or vernacular Greek Revival, such 

as its smaller collection of Queen Anne and French Second Empire buildings, direct compatibility of infill 

with those buildings is of lesser importance for sustaining the character of OTR.  It is primarily the 

                                                           
423 Ibid. 
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Italianate fabric (and, to a more limited extent, the vernacular Greek Revival) that gives OTR its national 

significance as a neighborhood, and this chapter on Case Study Methodology is duly most concerned with 

the identification of criteria for compatibility with the Italianate.  As it happens, a separate rubric for 

appropriateness to OTR’s less dominant historic fabric would not be necessary anyway, since all of 

OTR’s architectural characters are so fundamentally coordinated in their basic principles of composition, 

construction, and detailing that any new building that is appropriate to the Italianate and vernacular Greek 

Revival will also be inherently appropriate to the other architectural characters that contribute to the 

neighborhood’s significant quality of place. 

It is also important to note that the rubric will not address criteria for appropriateness to the 

specific characters of Over-the-Rhine’s contributing civic buildings.  Again, compatibility with the 

neighborhood’s fabric is most important to preserving the overall character of the neighborhood, since the 

fabric constitutes, by far, the majority of the neighborhood’s contributing building stock.  And, again, any 

new civic building that is appropriate to OTR’s Italianate and Greek Revival fabric is also well on its way 

to being compatible with its contributing public edifices.  The main distinction between OTR’s civic 

buildings and its private fabric is a subtle difference in scale and detail.  Furthermore, most available 

vacant sites are small parcels or groups of small parcels that lend themselves to redevelopment with 

private residential or mixed-use buildings.  The debate over the appropriate character of infill in OTR will 

therefore largely continue to focus on the design and construction of new fabric buildings, and the rubric 

has been developed accordingly.  Few new civic buildings are the subject of case studies in Chapter 5; 

however, in those rare instances, the case studies themselves include further discussion of the specific 

context with which the new public intervention ought to be compatible, including other nearby civic 

buildings that contribute to OTR’s significance.   

In addition, it is necessary to explain the decision not to assign numerical weights to the different 

criteria for appropriateness outlined in the rubric, depending on importance.  While appropriateness in 

some aspects of a design may have a greater impact than others on the overall appropriateness of a 
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building to its setting, there is no way to determine the exact proportion in which these different factors 

affect the appropriateness of a building relative to one another.  Thus, assigning weights to the different 

criteria outlined in the rubric would not make the methodology more scientific.  Indeed, any scientific 

approach to research demands a keen awareness and honest acknowledgment of quantities that are 

unknown.  There are other quantitative criteria that can be legitimately used for the appropriateness of 

infill, and those are included in the rubric and used to the fullest in the case studies.  For instance, the 

facades of OTR’s contributing buildings are always vertically subdivided into three major parts.  It may 

be possible to develop other quantitative criteria for the appropriateness of infill based on additional 

research that is beyond the scope of this thesis.  Chapter 7 includes a recommendation for a 

comprehensive survey of OTR’s contributing architecture that would yield definitive average 

measurements for every typical feature.  However, in the absence of such a resource, it is important to 

recognize the limits of existing quantitative criteria while embracing the objective validity of available 

qualitative criteria.     

A few final words must be added before the basic rubric for case studies is outlined below.  

Clearly, the preceding paragraphs have been leading up to a set of criteria that will outline how to design 

appropriate infill for Over-the-Rhine through continuity, not contrast, with its historic architecture.  At 

this point, a reader might still object: “But what if I do not concede that continuity is a necessary 

condition for appropriate or compatible infill?”  First, it must be emphasized that the case study 

methodology applies specifically to Over-the-Rhine, and neighborhoods that are similar to it in character, 

but not necessarily to all neighborhoods.  In neighborhoods with a more varied or eclectic character, 

continuity of infill with existing fabric might be less critical to appropriateness or compatibility, but such 

cases are beyond the scope of this thesis.  Second, if a reader still disagrees that a high degree of visual 

continuity with historic fabric is not necessary for the compatibility of infill in the specific case of Over-

the-Rhine, there is nothing more that can be said prior to the case studies to overturn this opinion.  A 

reader who is still skeptical of the principles underlying the case study methodology might find the 
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analysis of concrete, particular examples in Chapter 5 to be more persuasive.  If so, there is no harm in 

reading the case studies first, and returning to this section for clarification of methodology after the fact. 

Another objection to the methodology might be raised, that it is arbitrary to demand that new 

architecture be close in character to the old, down to the details, in order to be compatible with its context.  

Typically, when such an objection is raised (if it has any foundation), it is paired with philosophical or 

pragmatic arguments regarding alternative criteria for compatibility that permit or even encourage greater 

levels of contrast between infill and contributing buildings.  Again, Chapter 3 has addressed and 

attempted to refute all such philosophical arguments that the author has encountered or could think of by 

entertaining the opposing perspective.  The more pragmatic arguments against the concept of 

compatibility used in the case study methodology have to do with cost of materials and construction, and 

the availability of certain forms of skilled labor and craftsmanship that were perhaps more common when 

a historic neighborhood’s contributing building stock was developed.  Solutions to those concerns are 

proposed separately in Chapter 7, “Recommendations.”  They are not addressed here because they are 

external to judgments regarding whether a proposed new façade will reinforce or detract from the 

defining character of Over-the-Rhine. 

It is also possible to concede that there is a certain level of arbitrariness to the demand that new 

architecture in Over-the-Rhine be close in character to the old, down to the details, without admitting this 

arbitrariness to be a fault of the case study methodology laid out in this chapter.  Here, the analogy of 

language to architecture and urbanism is incredibly useful and pertinent.  It is well-established that the 

analogy between language and architecture has limits and should not be carried too far,424 but this should 

not prevent it from being used to shed light on architectural concerns where it is genuinely applicable.  It 

is common knowledge that most language (excepting onomatopoeia) is arbitrary.  That is, a word that is 

assigned to represent a particular object or idea could have been otherwise.  Further, the syntax of 

language is largely arbitrary, since the standard pattern of arrangement of parts of speech could be 

                                                           
424 Scruton, 158-178. 
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changed and still allow language convey the same meaning.  The key, however, is that there is no 

language without arbitrary conventions.  It is essential to agree upon certain arbitrary conventions in a 

language in order to have communication.  Similarly, while buildings do not communicate content in the 

way that words do, the cohesiveness of a neighborhood depends on the consistent application of certain 

conventions from building to building, even though some of them are not structurally or functionally 

necessary and are thus, in a word, arbitrary.  Just as dialects of the same language are, by definition, 

mutually intelligible, so in architecture can two or more characters be sufficiently alike in their sharing of 

conventions that they can form a cohesive neighborhood.425  The rubric below will set certain minimum 

standards for ‘mutual intelligibility’ between new and old buildings.  Some of those standards are based 

on prevailing architectural characteristics of Over-the-Rhine that could have been otherwise, if the 

builders had adopted different conventions, but the important thing is that they did choose conventions, 

and remained committed to them throughout decades of building, resulting in one of the most 

architecturally cohesive neighborhoods in the history of the United States.  Without a certain degree of 

mutually agreed-upon arbitrariness, such an effect could not have been achieved, and without continued 

respect for those existing conventions in the design and construction of infill, the effect will not be 

sustained.                 

Another potential objection to the rubric or the findings of the case studies might be that all 

buildings in Over-the-Rhine are inherently appropriate to their place by virtue of the simple fact that they 

are there.  But such an argument is a case of the naturalistic fallacy – arguing ought from is – and it 

deflects attention from the real issue at hand.  Of course, the question is not whether a particular building 

is in Over-the-Rhine.  The question is whether, in Semes’s apt terms, a given building helps to “[sustain 

historic character] by managing change to prevent unnecessary loss.”426   

                                                           
425 Semes, 71-74. 
426 Ibid, 67. 
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It is also necessary to return briefly to an issue addressed in Chapter 3 that is specifically 

pertinent to the rubric below, namely, the issue of authenticity.  On this subject, objections to the case 

study methodology might be raised on the basis that it encourages the construction of buildings that 1) are 

ostensibly inauthentic to their time, and that 2) employ materials in a manner that is inauthentic to their 

underlying structure.  Regarding the first objection, while the flaws of historicist architectural thought 

have already been thoroughly considered above, there is one more that must be pointed out in direct 

defense of the case study methodology.  To wit, historicist architectural theorists have long espoused a 

double-standard for authenticity by praising historic architecture that was itself inspired by earlier 

examples, while condemning any current architecture that is imitative of principles governing the design 

of historic buildings.  Thus, as Watkin notes, Pevsner revered Renaissance works that were imitative of 

classical Greco-Roman buildings, but deemed any such exercises in the twentieth century to be inherently 

inauthentic.427  The contradiction in this line of thought should be obvious.  Nevertheless, proponents of 

contrasting infill in OTR routinely proffer the same double-standard, praising the 19th-century Italianate 

buildings that were inspired by Renaissance examples, but condemning as inauthentic any 21st-century 

building that is clearly inspired by the neighborhood’s own 19th-century architecture.428     

As for the second possible objection, that the case study methodology promotes an inauthentic 

relationship between exterior surface materials and underlying construction, the most cogent response is a 

question: Why is it more important, in Over-the-Rhine, for the underlying structure of infill to be 

outwardly expressed, than for the character of the neighborhood to be sustained?  In other words, why is it 

more important for the appearance of a building to be authentic to its structure rather than authentic to the 

character of its place – especially when its structure is common, and its place is of exceptional 

significance?  Many building codes now make it difficult or impossible to employ the forms of load-

bearing masonry construction that define the character of OTR’s historic contributing buildings.  In 

                                                           
427 Watkin, 104-105. 
428 See, e.g., Brian Planalp, “Q&A With Terry Boling, An Undisputed Star In Cincinnati Design,” Cincinnati Refined, Dec. 24, 2017, 
accessed Oct. 18, 2021, https://cincinnatirefined.com/arts-design/terry-boling-cincinnati-architect-designed-the-stannary-and-
artichoke-in-over-the-rhine.   
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arguing for a case study methodology that promotes infill with the appearance of load-bearing masonry 

construction, the author understands that any such façade will likely be a veneer upon a wood or metal 

frame.  Accordingly, there is a conscious choice behind the recommendation in the rubric that infill in 

OTR use key features of load-bearing masonry construction, such as properly sized lintels or arcuated 

brick over window and door openings, in order to establish continuity with the neighborhood’s 

contributing fabric.  That choice is to privilege the survival of OTR’s character over the expression of 

wood and steel studs, i.e., to privilege authenticity to place over authenticity to structure.        

Another important prefatory note to the case studies is that outliers do not justify contrasting 

approaches to infill.  Indeed, the rubric below and the case studies in Chapter 5 both contain statements 

regarding features that are “always” or “never” found among Over-the-Rhine’s contributing fabric, or 

certain subsets thereof.  Where those terms are used, they should be read as referring to the vast majority 

of cases.  The author does not deny that there may be one or two local exceptions, of historic vintage, to 

any such rule.  Nevertheless, if the justifications for proposed infill in OTR are allowed to be grounded in 

precedent that is atypical rather than in precedent that is typical, then the character of the neighborhood is 

all-the-more in jeopardy.     

Finally, the methodology used in the case studies aims at a “purity” in evaluation that is not 

always achieved in reality when design guidelines are applied by historic preservation commissions.  As 

was discussed in Chapter 2, the City of Cincinnati’s Historic Conservation Board has been subject to 

various political and economic pressures virtually since its inception.  Thus, while the design guidelines 

(including those for Over-the-Rhine) are intended to facilitate the evaluation of proposed infill on the sole 

basis of compatibility with and appropriateness to a neighborhood’s historic fabric, other concerns are apt 

to creep into the deliberations when a project is under consideration for a certificate of appropriateness.  

An important part of the methodology for the case studies in Chapter 5 is therefore to apply an improved 

version of existing guidelines to actual examples of infill without any political pressure to judge projects 

based on extraneous factors. 
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Clarification of Terminology               

Several terms and phrases must also be clarified for the sake of the rubric below and the case studies in 

Chapter 5, because they appear frequently in both.  First is the phrase that a feature or quality is “essential 

to” a particular architectural character in Over-the-Rhine, such as the Italianate.  This term is used in 

denoting that a feature or quality belongs to the essence of that character.  Thus, for instance, attenuated 

proportions of fenestration are essential to the character of the Italianate, because it is a necessary 

condition for a building to be Italianate.  That is, a building could not be described as Italianate without it.    

In addition, two phrases involving the word “contributing” must be clarified.  A building in Over-

the-Rhine is a “contributing building” if it contributes to the neighborhood’s significance as described in 

its listing within the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).  This term is derived from the binary 

classification of “contributing” and “non-contributing” buildings employed to describe resources that 

contribute or do not contribute to the significance of buildings included within the boundaries of NRHP 

historic districts, and it is used below in precisely the same way, with one caveat: the phrase is used in the 

case studies only to describe buildings that contribute to the NRHP-worthy significance of OTR under the 

criterion for architectural significance (Criterion C, in National Register terms).  Another phrase 

involving the word “contributing” that frequently appears below is “contributing fabric.”  Here, 

“contributing” has the meaning described above, but the term “fabric” is metaphorical and still requires a 

clear definition for the specific purposes of the case studies, no matter how common its use may be in 

architecture and planning.  In the rubric and the case studies, the term “fabric” denotes the collection of 

buildings that house private functions in the neighborhood, such as commercial shops, offices, and 

residences.  This term distinguishes the majority of the buildings in OTR (and most traditional 

neighborhoods) from the smaller set of civic buildings within the same neighborhood -- those that house 

public or community uses, such as government buildings, theaters, libraries, houses of worship, markets, 

and certain social welfare institutions.  The term “fabric building” denotes an individual building within 

the collection of fabric buildings, or “fabric.” 
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A Character-Based Rubric for Evaluating Appropriateness of Infill in Over-the-Rhine 

Below is a description of the collection of features constituting the typical character of Italianate buildings 

in Over-the-Rhine. 

ITALIANATE CHARACTER IN OVER-THE-RHINE 

Composition 

The 2003 design guidelines recognize the virtually universal characteristic of vertical tripartition in Over-

the-Rhine’s historic facades.  Accordingly, this fundamental trait – the subdivision into a clearly defined 

base, middle, and top -- is the first criterion for the comparison of façade composition between proposed 

infill and the existing architecture that gives OTR its distinct sense of place.  But simply possessing a 

defined base, middle, and top is not sufficient to ensure the continuity of a new façade with the tripartite 

composition of OTR’s character-defining buildings.  Each of the three components, and their relationship 

to each other, must be understood in greater detail in order for such continuity can be achieved.    

“Base” 

Two standard “base” conditions appear in the Italianate buildings of Over-the-Rhine.  In the case of 

buildings that are entirely residential, the articulated base is the portion of the foundation that is visible 

above grade.  In the case of mixed-use buildings with shops on the ground floor and residences or offices 

on the upper floors, the articulated base is almost always the entire ground level, consisting of a storefront 

on the main façade. 

The Residential Foundation  

In the case of fully residential examples, the visible portion of the foundation that constitutes the base is 

typically quite low to the ground.  Basements that are a full level above grade, or even a half-level above 

grade along the street, are extremely rare among Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate buildings.  Typically, the sill 

of the front door is elevated between one and three steps above the level of the sidewalk.  Only on Elm 
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Street in the Washington Park subarea and in the part of the Pendleton subarea near Ziegler Park is there a 

significant concentration of Italianate residential buildings with slightly higher foundations above grade.  

In those locations, some of the front-door thresholds are between five and eleven steps above the plane of 

the sidewalk.  Whether low to the ground or a bit higher, the portion of the foundation wall above grade 

on OTR’s Italianate residential buildings is always either of exposed brick, of fieldstone, or of brick clad 

in a cement skim-coat, which is sometimes left plain, and sometimes finished with whitewash.  Where the 

above-ground portions of the foundation are of exposed brick, brick with a skim-coat, or smooth-faced 

field stone, their faces are almost exactly coplanar with the façade of the floors above.  Where the 

material of the foundation is exposed, rough-faced fieldstone, portions of the stone project by a small 

amount from the plane of the exterior wall above the foundation.  In virtually all cases, the transition from 

foundation wall to the façade of the floors above the basement is articulated with a water table – i.e., a 

string-course that is aligned with the floor plate of the first level.  The course is typically a band of 

limestone approximately equal in height to the depth of the first-floor joists (typically three or four brick 

courses tall, or about eight to ten-and-a-half inches), and usually projects slightly (rarely by more than an 

inch) from the primary plane of the façade.  The top edge of the string course is typically gently and 

almost imperceptibly beveled to shed water.  While the water tables along main facades are composed of 

multiple pieces of stone, the head-joints between pieces are always minimized to create the effect that the 

water-table is one solid piece.  The segments of smooth limestone are butted against each other with little 

or no intervening mortar, and any mortar is tooled nearly flush with the face of the water table.  In many 

cases, the visibility of the head-joints is further reduced by a coat of whitewash that further reinforces the 

appearance of one solid piece of material.  This feature is essentially an articulation of the mudsill and the 

floor plate at the top of the foundation.  Accordingly, it is never conflated with a sill course along the 

bottom edges of the first-floor windows.  Some of OTR’s Italianate residences do have similar courses of 

limestone extending across their facades at the level of the first-floor window sills, but such features 

always appear in addition to – not instead of – a water table at the level of the floor plate.  If there is a 

difference in material or surface-treatment between the above-grade portion of the foundation and the 
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portion of the façade above the foundation, the transition always occurs at the level of the water table and 

the first-floor door sill – never at the level of the first floor window sills.    

Figures 401-403: Above, clockwise from upper left: Figure 401: Typical residential base with fieldstone foundation; Figure 402: 
Typical residential base with pargeted and whitewashed foundation; Figure 403: Typical residential base with brick foundation.  
Note the consistent design of limestone water table course in all cases.  (Photos by the author.) 
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The Commercial Ground Floor  

Over-the-Rhine is full of mixed-use Italianate buildings with commercial ground floors and between one 

and four full levels of residences or offices above the ground level.  In the case of these buildings, the 

“base” on the street façade is the entire storefront.  In keeping with the existing design guidelines for 

OTR, a separate section below is devoted specifically to the design of storefronts on OTR’s Italianate 

buildings.  Accordingly, this section will address only the broad parameters of OTR’s Italianate 

storefronts insofar as they constitute “base” elements of tripartite facades.  At this level of analysis, the 

most essential characteristic to note is the further subdivision of the storefront into its own internal base, 

middle, and top.  Unlike OTR’s residential Italianate buildings, the foundations of the neighborhoods 

mixed-use/commercial Italianate buildings are rarely visible above the plane of the sidewalk, except for 

the water table itself, which typically rests directly on the grade plane, such that the first floor is elevated 

only a single step from the plane of the sidewalk.  The water table is virtually always of a smooth stone 

and is typically the same in detail as those found on the neighborhood’s residential buildings.  This 

element constitutes the “base” of OTR’s Italianate storefronts.  The “middle” portion is occupied by the 

entry doors, shop-windows, and the bulkheads upon which the shop-windows rest.  The “top” is typically 

a wide lintel or architrave that carries the façade wall of the levels above the ground floor.  The 2003 

guidelines offer useful rules of thumb regarding typical dimensions and heights for certain storefront 

elements, noting that “storefront lintels are 12 to 18 feet above grade; the [shop] window sill height is 

between 18 inches and 3 feet above grade; and storefront windows are usually set back from the structural 

elements approximately 12 inches.”429  These features of typical “base” elements of OTR’s Italianate 

commercial buildings have not changed since 2003, and are retained in the rubric for the case studies in 

Chapter 5.    

“Middle” – Residential Levels between Basement and Attic, and Levels above Ground Floor Shops 

                                                           
429 City of Cincinnati, Over-the-Rhine Historic District Designation Report (2003), Exhibit C, 1. 
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As noted above, the “middle” register of Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate facades encompasses all of the full-

height levels above the basement if the building is entirely residential, and all of the levels above the 

ground (shop) level if the building is mixed-use.  If there is an attic story in the register of the entablature, 

it is considered to be a part of the “top” and not the “middle.”  On the upper floors, the basic character-

defining elements of the “middle” portions of OTR’s Italianate buildings are generally the same, and will 

be discussed together.  Since the ground floor is part of the “middle” only on OTR’s residential Italianate 

buildings, it is first discussed separately.  One feature that virtually all “middle” portions of OTR’s 

Italianate facades have in common is their tall floor-to-floor height.  While levels may become 

incrementally shorter closer to the top of an Italianate building, it is rare to have a floor-to-floor height 

below the top level that is less than ten or eleven feet, and many floor-to-floor heights are in the range of 

eleven to twelve feet.  These tall floor-to-floor heights are essential to the overall vertical proportions that 

typify Italianate facades, and it is virtually impossible to achieve a comparable character in a new 

building with code-minimum eight-foot ceilings and approximately nine-foot floor-to-floor heights at 

every level above the base.      

The ground floor facades of OTR’s residential Italianate buildings are treated in two typical 

manners.  Either the pattern of fenestration matches that of the upper floors, or it is slightly different.  In 

the cases of single-family homes, the pattern of ground-floor fenestration is almost always similar to and 

aligned with the fenestration of upper floors.  Only very rarely is the fenestration on the ground-floor of 

an Italianate single-family home distinguished from the upper floors by a major difference in window 

pattern.  In most cases, the primary difference is simply that there is a front door rather than a window in 

one of the bays.  However, this is not always the case for Italianate single-family (or multi-family) homes 

in OTR, as some have a side-entrance and only windows at the ground floor on the street façade.  In those 

cases, the front first-floor windows are always aligned with and equal in width to those of the upper 

floors. 
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In the case of OTR’s Italianate residential buildings that were constructed as multi-family 

structures or tenements, any difference between the pattern of openings on the ground floor and the upper 

floors is usually related to the need to accommodate entrances to multiple units.  Especially in instances 

where the building is attached to its neighbors on both sides, the ground-level of the façade on such a 

building typically includes a single window or a pair of two windows for the front ground-floor 

apartment, a door or gate into a shared stairwell or access passage to a stairwell (known as a baker’s alley) 

for all upper-level units, and often another door that affords direct access to the front ground-floor unit.  

Because most lots in OTR are so narrow, and because so many openings must be fit into the façade at 

ground-level for a multi-level residential building, the ground-floor facades of such buildings tend to have 

a more crowded appearance than the upper floors of the same façades, and the openings of the ground-

level tend to be out of alignment with the openings on the upper floors.  

Above the ground level on both mixed-use and fully residential buildings, the “middle” portions 

of facades are virtually always marked by a consistent pattern of fenestration from one level to the next.  

This means that window openings are generally aligned and of the same width from level to level.  

Further discussion of typical Italianate upper-level windows in OTR will be included below in the section 

on “Window and Doors Openings (Fenestration).”  In terms of materials, the middle portion of the façade 

is virtually always of brick.  Further discussion of brick that is typical of Italianate buildings in OTR is 

included below in the section on “Materials.” 
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        Figure 404: A residential facade in OTR Central with first-floor windows aligned with upper-floor windows.  (Photo by the 
author.) 
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Figure 405: Typical residential facade with subtle difference in alignment between ground-floor and upper-floor windows.  
(Photo by the author.) 
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Figure 406: A typical baker's alley.  Pendleton subarea.  (Photo by the author.) 
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“Top” -- The Italianate Entablature: 

While the top element of Italianate buildings is often referred to as a "cornice," such phrasing is a case of 

inadvertent synecdoche, for the cornice is but one part of an Italianate "top."  Confusion in language also 

leads to confusion in design, and it is important to discuss the grammar of the typical Italianate 

entablature before critiquing any individual attempt to design such a feature for a new building in Over-

the-Rhine. 

A full entablature consists of three basic parts, which are, from bottom to top, the architrave, 

frieze, and cornice.  While the primary planes of architrave and frieze are generally coplanar with each 

other and with any solid wall below them, the cornice always projects forth from this plane.  And while 

the degree of projection may vary, it is standard for the ultimate overhang of a cornice to equal its 

height.  But a cornice is tripartite as well, comprising -- from bottom to top -- a bed-mold, corona, and 

cyma.  As a base for the cornice, the bed-mold rests on top of the frieze and punctuates the distinction 

between those two elements, while belonging properly to the former.  It is a molding or group of small 

moldings that does not project forth very far from the plane of the architrave and frieze -- advancing just 

enough to create a differentiation from those planes.  By contrast, the corona -- a simple but elegantly 

proportioned box-like projection -- cantilevers much farther from the plane of architrave, frieze, and 

exterior wall.  And the cyma, a gutter molding with a rounded profile consisting of simple or compound 

curves and sometimes fillets (but never exclusively fillets), serves as an elegant upper terminus to the 

corona, which would otherwise appear blocky and unfinished.   

It must also be noted that just as the bed-mold creates a smooth transition from frieze to cornice, 

the taenia band articulates the transition from architrave to frieze -- properly belonging to the register of 

the former, and projecting slightly from the face of each.  In turn, it must be added emphatically that the 

taenia band at the bottom of the Italianate entablature is never a simple, blocky fillet molding.  Rather, it 

is always given a complex profile.  Endless design possibilities exist for this feature, but the crude, lonely 

fillet is absolutely not an option if true compatibility with the Italianate character is to be achieved in the 
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design of any new entablature.  Typical Italianate taenia bands include a cyma reversa molding topped by 

a thin fillet, or a cyma reversa with a thinner fillet below and a thicker fillet above.  Accordingly, fillets 

do have their place in Italianate taenia bands, but only in combination with other moldings.     

While a full entablature consists of the three major parts mentioned, it has been customary at 

various times and in various locations to eliminate one or both of the lower parts of the assemblage -- but 

never the cornice.430  In instances where only one of the two lower parts has been removed, the most 

frequently omitted portion has historically been the frieze.  However, during the Regency period, 

architects such as Robert Adam began to experiment with keeping the frieze and eliminating the 

architrave, setting a precedent that would later become a hallmark of the Italianate entablature.431  For, 

indeed, while every typical Italianate entablature includes a frieze and a cornice, the architrave is almost 

always entirely left out except for the retention of the taenia band, which here serves to punctuate the 

transition from wall to frieze (i.e., from the "middle" to the "top" of the facade) rather than from 

architrave to frieze. 

But the Italianate "top" is not simply a typical entablature less the portion of the architrave below 

the taenia.  Its most salient character-defining feature is, of course, its use of brackets, corbels, or enlarged 

modillions to provide both visual and structural support to the cantilevered corona and cyma.  It is in part 

to this feature that the "Italianate" owes its name, since the treatment is an allusion to the entablatures of 

Renaissance palazzi.  In most cases, Italianate brackets are tripartite, with their large "middle" portion 

corresponding to the entire height of the frieze and projecting outward from bottom to top in a variety of 

ways, some consisting of scrolls or various combinations of curves and countercurves in profile, others 

projecting more simply with a linear diagonal profile or following a single, concave-down curve.  In any 

case, the top of each bracket always coincides with the register of the bed-mold, and often represents a 

peninsular extension of the bed-mold's profile over the corbelled middle portion of the bracket.  The 

                                                           
430 William Ware, The American Vignola: A Guide to the Making of Classical Architecture (1902-1906) (Repr., New York: Classical 
America, 1994) 50.  
431 Arthur T. Bolton, The Architecture of Robert and James Adam (1758-1794) (London: Country Life, 1922), 11, 13, 29. 
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bottom of each bracket, if it is articulated as a separate element, is aligned with the middle but not directly 

connected to it, instead placed directly beneath the taenia band, occupying, in slender form, the place of 

the regulae and guttae below the triglyphs of a Doric entablature.  The effect is to give the brackets and 

the taenia band a layered and interwoven look, as if the former were tucked in near their bases behind the 

latter.  While this condition is not universal among OTR's Italianate entablatures, it is remarkably 

common. 

Also similar to the triglyphs of Doric entablatures, the middle portions of Italianate brackets are 

never completely smooth and lacking in differentiation when viewed in elevation.  There is always some 

refinement of detail effected by moldings or incisions in the front of each bracket, creating a 

sophistication of surface that enhances the play of light and shadow.  Such treatment of brackets -- while 

admitting infinite opportunities for creativity in design -- is not accidental but essential to the form of the 

Italianate entablature, and any bracket which lacks this enrichment on a work of contemporary infill is not 

an abstract reference but an incomplete reference.       

In Italianate entablatures, the brackets are very often positioned with reference to the openings of 

windows on the facade below, such that the brackets are lined up over the portions of solid wall 

immediately to the left and right of each window opening.  Since the space between windows is often 

narrower than the windows themselves, this placement frequently creates a pattern of close-set pairs of 

brackets interspersed with longer bracket-less segments of frieze, which are either embellished with 

panels, attic windows, or modillions.  In cases where the space between windows is wider than the 

window openings, the brackets are often doubled such that the place of each individual bracket is instead 

taken by a close-set pair of brackets, reducing the stretches of frieze that would otherwise result. 

The ends of the Italianate entablature represent a special condition on urban facades that must be 

examined in detail.  Where a building is freestanding or sufficiently taller than its neighbor, the 

entablature may turn the corner and resolve along the side facade in the form of a return.  However, in 

cases where a building is of lesser or equal height to its neighbor (or where a return is possible but not 

desired), the entablature is often bookended at the left and right edges of the facade by taller and wider 
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brackets that extend all the way upward through the register of the corona and cyma of the cornice, 

reaching points slightly above and beyond the uppermost and outermost extents of the cyma, and thereby 

serving as a strong end-cap for all parts of the entablature.  Another frequent but somewhat less common 

solution to the same condition is to set the outermost brackets inward from the left and right edges of the 

facade by an amount at least equal to the projection of the corona and cyma, and allow the entablature to 

return at its ends along the front of the building rather than on the sides.  Finally, where the building has a 

different condition in relationship to its neighbor on one side than on the other, any reasonable 

combination of the above tactics may be employed. 

 

Figure 407: An Italianate entablature in OTR with coupled brackets and attic windows in the frieze.  Note the profile of the 
taenia band below the frieze, the triglyph-like rendering of the bracket faces, and the guttae-like extensions of the brackets 
below the taenia.  In this case, brackets at the ends of the façade are punctuated by special moldings in the register of the 
corona and cyma.  (Photo by the author.)  
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Figure 408: Above, an Italianate entablature with outer brackets set inward from outer edges of the facade, allowing corona 
and cyma to return into the plane of the main facade. OTR Central (South) Subarea. (Photo by the author.) 

Figure 409: An Italianate entablature with shallow modillions between paired brackets.  Pendleton Subarea.  (Photo by the 
author.) 
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Roofs: 

Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate buildings typically have one of several standard rooflines.  All Italianate 

buildings have roofs of low pitch.  Side-gabled roofs are most frequently found on former tenement 

buildings, while most of OTR’s Italianate single-family homes and mixed-use buildings have a shed roof 

that slopes downward from the front to the back of the building.  Where the sides of buildings are 

exposed, the material of the “middle” portions of the walls extends all the way to the soffits or coping of 

the roof.  (That is, the triangular portion of wall between the top of the upper floor and the underside of 

the pitched roof is never clad in a separate material, such as clapboard siding, from the wall below.)  The 

description of typical roofs in OTR within the 2003 guidelines is still useful: 

 Roofs for new construction should be similar to roofs of adjacent and nearby buildings and of 

 similar size and use.  In the district, buildings of three or more stories generally have low-pitched 

 shed roofs that are not visible above the principal façade.  Smaller buildings in the district 

 typically have simple gable roofs on which the gables are perpendicular to the principal façade. 

  . . .  Roofs in this district have little or no overhang.432 

                                                           
432 City of Cincinnati, Over-the-Rhine Historic District Designation Report (2003), Exhibit C, 2. 

Figure 410: A building with a typical side-gabled roof in OTR.  Note attic-level windows toward the center.  
(Photo by the author.) 
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Figure 411: A typical shed roof in OTR with downward slope from front to rear.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Window and Door Openings (Fenestration): 

Fenestration was addressed to a limited extent above within the section concerning the “middle” parts of 

Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate facades under the subject of Composition.  However, further discussion is 

required to provide a thorough account of typical window and door openings for these buildings.  The 

existing design guidelines state that window openings “usually occupy between 20% and 50% of the 

principal façade.”433  While this figure is generally accurate, it also encompasses an extremely broad 

range of ratios relating void to solid on OTR’s typical facades.  It is important to note that the breadth of 

this range comes primarily from the difference between the proportion of glazing to solid wall on 

buildings with ground-floor storefronts compared with that of buildings with ground-floor residential 

uses.  The sizes of typical “punched” window openings on OTR’s Italianate buildings do not vary by such 

                                                           
433 Ibid. 

Figure 412: A less typical shed roof in OTR sloping downward from rear to front.  (Photo by the author.) 
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a wide margin.  In any case, the 2003 guidelines also include a description of typical windows that is 

patently not accurate to the neighborhood’s Italianate architecture (or any Italianate architecture).  To wit, 

the guidelines state that “The window openings are taller and wide (typically in a 2:1 proportion)” 

(emphasis added).434  This assertion represents a shortcoming of observation.  Italianate architecture is 

marked not only by the vertical emphasis of its facades and massing, but also by the attenuation of its 

fenestration.  Italianate windows are essentially always more slender than would be described by a ratio 

of 2:1.  At minimum, OTR’s Italianate buildings have punched window openings with a ratio of 13:6 (as 

is also typical of Georgian character).  Some Italianate window opening proportions in the neighborhood 

are even more attenuated, exhibiting a ratio closer to 7:3.  These differences may appear minor on paper, 

but they are not in reality.  Fenestration is widely recognized as the feature with the single greatest 

influence on the character of a building, and subtle changes in the proportions of openings can have a 

profound effect on the overall similarity or dissimilarity of two buildings.  A building whose window 

openings have a proportion of 2:1 will almost certainly not have an Italianate character. 

Apart from the proportions of the rough window openings, the actual windows that are placed in 

those openings also have a significant role in defining the character of a building.  In the case of Over-the-

Rhine’s Italianate architecture, virtually all windows in typical openings are of a one-over-one double-

hung sash configuration.  Accordingly, they are symmetrical about their vertical centerlines.  They are 

also symmetrical or nearly symmetrical about their horizontal center lines, though the upper sash may 

occasionally be slightly taller than the lower sash of a double-hung window. 

At the top, the openings on OTR’s Italianate buildings may be spanned by stone lintels, brick 

rowlock arches, or more decorative labels or hoods.                 

 

 

 

                                                           
434 Ibid. 
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Figure 413: Typical elongated Italianate windows in OTR with two-over-two wood sash, segmental heads, and decorative labels.  
(Photo by the author.) 
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Storefronts: 

Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate storefronts are diverse, and are one of the greatest sources of architectural 

variety within the neighborhood.  However, almost all storefronts are unified by a number of common 

threads that are essential to their character.  There are two major categories of storefront: those that run 

the full width of a building, and those that are slightly narrower than the building itself, to allow space for 

a narrow passage into a stairwell or light-well that provides access to upper-level residential units from 

the street.  The latter category is the most common.  Since the ground-floor is effectively divided into two 

Figure 414: Simple lintels spanning door and window openings on Wade Street.  Washington Park Subarea.  Note cap moldings 
at top and subtle chamfer at bottom.  Note also the elongated proportions of the opening for the door and transom window, 
approaching a ratio of 3:1.  (Photo by the author.) 
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parts in these cases – the storefront-proper, and the door or gated opening for apartment access – the 

division of bays on the ground floor tends to have little or no correspondence with the division of bays on 

the upper floors of the façade, with the storefront-proper justified to the left or right edge of the façade 

rather than centered.  Exceptions to this eccentric pattern of alignment between ground-floors and upper 

floors appear primarily when a building is six or seven bays wide (instead of the much more typical three 

or four), encompassing two storefronts at the ground level with the entry door or passage to the upper 

floors centered between them.  Furthermore, even in the case of buildings that have no direct access from 

the sidewalk to the upper floors at the ground level of the main façade, the historic division of storefront 

bays still often runs independent of the division of bays on the upper floors.  For instance, on a building 

that is three bays wide above the ground level, the storefront is sometimes instead divided into two or four 

bays across the same width.  Moreover, the bays at the ground level are not usually of a consistent width 

among themselves.  Whether the ground-level configuration is of the first or second broad type identified 

above, the storefront-proper typically has one or more wide bays (that is, wider than the bays on the upper 

floors) encompassing large shop windows resting on bulkheads, and one narrower bay encompassing a 

storefront door.  Sometimes, the bay including the shop entry is wide enough to accommodate a canted 

sidelight for a single doors, or, more rarely, a pair of doors. 

It was already noted above in the section on “Composition” that Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate 

storefronts are subdivided into a base, middle, and top of their own.  While it was mentioned that the 

register of the “middle” includes storefront doors and shop windows resting on bulkheads, it also includes 

the very important element of pilasters that rest on the stone sill, support the lintel or architrave, and 

divide the storefront into bays.  Where the ground-level encompasses both a storefront-proper and an 

entry door or gated doorway for access to upper floors, a pilaster also divides the storefront-proper from 

the access doorway.  In addition, the ground-floor of virtually every mixed-use Italianate building in OTR 

is bookended by pilasters at their left and right edges that separate the façade from that of adjacent 

buildings.  These outer pilasters are typically slightly wider than those that separate access passages from 

storefronts-proper.  The pilasters that separate individual bays within the storefront are typically narrower 
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than all other ground-level pilasters.  (1235 Vine Street and 1331 Main Street offer representative 

examples.)  Effectively, the pilasters form a sort of irregular colonnade that spans the full width of the 

façade at the ground-level of OTR’s mixed-use buildings and is marked by a variation in both pilaster 

width and intercolumniation. 

 

Figure 415: 1331 Main Street.  A storefront spanning the full width of a facade.  Also an excellent 
example of hierarchy of pilasters on a storefront.  Note also the vertical subdivision of the shop 
windows by thin transom bars.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Of immense importance to the character of OTR’s Italianate storefronts is the design of the 

pilasters.  Again, these features contribute significantly to architectural variety in Over-the-Rhine through 

their many subtle differences in articulation, but they are also unified by a set of shared elements that are 

essential to their character.  Perhaps most important, OTR’s ground-floor pilasters are square in plan 

(virtually never rounded).  In the few instances of Italianate storefronts with pilasters that are half-round 

in plan, it is only the pilasters between bays of the storefront that exhibit this rounded condition – never 

the pilasters bookending the ground-floor at the outer edges or separating the storefront-proper from the 

access door or doorway to the upper floors.  In rare cases, pilaster shafts of square plan are chamfered or 

cut out by concave quarter-round fillets at the corners in plan -- a treatment that appears much more 

frequently on the pilasters framing the front doors of OTR’s Italianate single-family residences and on the 

storefronts of the neighborhood’s vernacular Greek Revival mixed-use buildings.   

Figure 416: 1311 Main Street -- a typical storefront with access to upper floors justified to 
the side edge(s).  Pilasters are divided into five parts with less dominant shafts and highly 
attenuated bases, necks, and capitals.  Thin transoms separate shop windows from transom 
windows and give the appearance of one large sheet of glass.  Storefront fenestration runs 
independent of bays on the upper floors.  (Photo by the author.)   
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OTR’s Italianate ground-floor pilasters themselves appear in two major varieties – both of which 

are highly attenuated relative to the proportions of standard classical orders.  Both pilaster varieties also 

have stylized versions of the five standard components of a classical column, which are, from the bottom 

up: a plinth, a base, a shaft, a neck, and a capital.  The first variety is relatively simple and also relatively 

close in vertical proportions to those of a classical columnar order.  In those cases, the shaft is 

unequivocally the tallest and most dominant component, the plinth is definitively taller than the base and 

the capital, and the base and capital are definitively taller than the neck.  Capitals and bases of these more 

canonical pilasters tend to resemble those of the Tuscan and Corinthian orders.  The second variety tends 

to have more exuberant detailing and far more distorted vertical proportions with respect to typical 

classical examples.  In these cases, the base and neck are elongated such that the base is almost exactly 

the same height as or even taller than the plinth, and the neck is the same height as or even taller than the 

capital.  The height of the shaft is proportionately reduced to absorb the increased height of the base and 

neck, resulting in a more ambiguous hierarchy between the shaft and the other elements of the pilaster.  

The combined register of the elongated neck and capital often corresponds to the height of transom 

windows in the intervening storefront bays.  On these pilasters, it is typical for the flat surfaces of the 

individual components to be embellished with a combination of engraved or applied ornament.  Often, the 

base, shaft, and neck are all enriched with a recessed panel, the surfaces of which are refined with 

embossed fluting, starburst patterns, large button-like discs, and other decorative motifs of a bold, 

geometric character.  The horizontal joints between the parts of each pilaster are punctuated by moldings 

that project forth from the primary plane of the shaft and typically consist of combinations of horizontal 

fillets, ogees, flutes, and rabbets that temper the vertical emphasis of the members.  Also important to the 

character of this second variety of pilaster is the use of color to highlight the various structural and 

decorative elements.  Very frequently, two or three paint colors are used on these pilasters to distinguish 

recessed panels from the primary planes of the base, shaft, and neck, and to distinguish finer decorative 

detailing from the recessed panels. 
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Also essential to the character of Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate storefronts are its shop windows, 

bulkheads, and doors.   

It is difficult to find a storefront window in OTR that has not been altered in some way.  

However, the relatively intact examples help to convey the typical original characteristics of this feature.  

Most storefront windows have a vertical emphasis, with a minimum width-to-height ratio of 2:3, and 

many openings exhibiting slightly more vertical proportions.  As noted in the section on “Composition,” 

storefront windows generally rest on bulkheads that rise 18” to 30” above the level of the sidewalk.  

Accordingly, shop windows that extend all the way from the stone sill at the base of the storefront to the 

underside of the lintel or architrave at the top are extremely rare, and, where they are found, they are 

almost certainly retrofits.  While large sheets of single-pane plate glass were commonly used for 

Figure 417: 1400 Vine Street -- A storefront with pilasters that more directly resemble canonical classical orders.  Here, the shaft 
clearly dominates the vertical register.  However, while capitals are of the Composite order, overall proportions are closer to that 
of the Tuscan order.  (Photo by the author.)   
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storefronts when most of OTR’s Italianate mixed-use buildings were constructed, most storefront window 

openings contain at least two separate pieces of glass.  In such cases where the historic windows survive, 

this two-sheet configuration often consists of a larger, lower light surmounted by a shorter single-light 

transom window.  However, in such instances, the historic transom bars between the two sheets of glass 

are extremely thin and fine, creating a minimal interruption between the two sheets of glass, and 

conveying, as much as possible, the impression that the opening is filled by one large sheet of glass 

instead of two.  Many illustrative examples may be found on along the 1300- and 1400-blocks of Main 

Street (especially 1304, 1311, 1331, 1333, 1335, 1338, 1340, 1405, and 1435).  Most historic storefront 

windows consist of thin fixed sash, framed on the sides by jambs that are attached directly to the sides of 

the pilasters or piers, and on the top by headers that are attached directly to the undersides of the lintels or 

architraves that form the “top” elements of the storefronts.  In some instances, a stop molding creates a 

more refined transition between sash and jamb, while in other instances, the sash are fit directly into 

channels in the window jambs.  Where stop moldings exist, their profiles are simple, consisting, e.g., of a 

cyma-reversa sandwiched between fillets.  All of these elements surrounding the storefront glazing are 

slim and do not add much to the apparent bulk of the pilasters or piers that frame the openings.   

As for the bulkheads upon which the shop windows rest, these are vertically subdivided into two 

or three parts.  Some storefront bulkheads have a small base element of their own, and others rest directly 

upon the stone sill that forms the base of the entire storefront (see the above section on “Composition”).  

If the bulkhead has its own base, it is always small and simple – typically between one and two inches 

thick with a fillet profile, beveled slightly to shed water.  At the top of every bulkhead is the sill of the 

superjacent shop window – typically also simple in profile, sometimes consisting of a fillet supported by a 

quarter-round, or sometimes consisting of a horizontal molding with a triple flute.  Each sill projects 

slightly (i.e., less than two inches) from the plane of the glazing above and the primary face of the 

bulkhead below.  The primary portion of the bulkhead is typically paneled – sometimes with a rectangular 

recess and sometimes with applied molding that projects from the main plane of the bulkhead.  If the 

panels are recessed, there is typically a molding around its edges to soften the change in plane between 
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the primary face of the bulkhead and the panel.  Many new storefronts in OTR have been built with 

recessed panels in the bulkheads, but no moldings.  This treatment omits an important character-defining 

element of OTR’s Italianate storefront bulkheads. 

Regarding Italianate storefront doors in Over-the-Rhine, these features tend to be tall and narrow 

and made of wood.  Often, a single light of glazing occupies the upper three-fourths to four-fifths of the 

door, bounded by rails and stiles, while the lower quarter or fifth of the door may either be smooth wood 

or embellished with a raised panel.  

At the top of every Italianate storefront is a lintel or architrave.  These features can be wood, 

limestone, or metal.  They virtually always comprise at least two components: a deep, smooth-faced beam 

extending across the full width of the storefront and resting on its pilasters or piers, and a simple taenia 

molding at its top that punctuates the transition from the base to the middle of a mixed-use Italianate 

building’s façade.       

The description of Italianate storefronts in the existing 2003 guidelines is limited in detail and 

does not provide a rigorous account of the typical character of these important features.  The above serves 

as a more robust rubric against which to evaluate the appropriateness of new storefront designs for sites in 

OTR where the context is predominantly Italianate in character.                           

 

Setback:  

In virtually all areas of Over-the-Rhine, a zero-lot-line setback is integral to the urban character of the 

neighborhood.  In this way, the buildings of OTR collectively form a consistent “street-wall” along the 

edges of the sidewalks.  The “street-wall” is particularly strong along blocks where most or all of the 

buildings are contiguous in addition to having coplanar facades.  In general, new construction should 

reinforce this condition in order to be appropriate.          

As for exceptions to the rule, the primary areas of Over-the-Rhine with high integrity and an 

appreciable variation in setback are Broadway Street in Pendleton; the east side of the 1400-block of Elm 



146 
 

Street in the Washington Park subarea; the east side of Walnut Street north of Liberty Street.  However, 

these exceptions should not be used to justify the introduction of varied setback in other parts of OTR. 

 

Rhythm: 

Many aspects of “Rhythm” have already been addressed in the preceding sections.  The frequent 

misalignment between the fenestration on the ground-floors and upper levels of Over-the-Rhine’s mixed-

use Italianate buildings has been covered in detail, as have the proportions of typical “punched” window 

openings.  The primary comments to be added concerning rhythm involve the typical subdivisions and 

patterns of bays in the “middle” portions of Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate facades. 

Most Italianate fabric buildings in Over-the-Rhine are three bays wide.  However, it is also 

common to find contributing Italianate buildings that are two or four bays wide.  In virtually all cases, the 

bays in the “middle” portions of the main facades are equal to each other in width, with a single window 

opening centered in each bay at each level.  As noted in previous sections, window openings are vertically 

aligned and of the same width from floor to floor in the “middle” portions of OTR’s Italianate facades, 

except in the cases of some residential facades where the fenestration on the ground floor is different from 

that on the upper floors.  In some cases of facades with more than two bays, the outermost two bays are 

slightly wider than the inner bay or bays.  What is essentially never found on OTR’s Italianate facades is a 

shift in vertical alignment among windows in the same bay on levels above the ground floor.  For 

instance, a second floor window is never out of vertical alignment with a third-floor window in the same 

bay.  Even in OTR’s rare cases where the number of windows per bay varies from level to level above the 

ground floor, the groupings of windows in each bay above the ground floor are always centered and 

aligned along the same vertical axis from one level to the next.  See, e.g., the special case at 1321-25 Vine 

Street, where the fenestration in each bay alternates between groupings of two and three windows (or 

three and two, depending on the bay) from one floor to the next, beginning at the level of the second 

floor. 
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Figure 418: "The Kirby" at 1321-1325 Vine Street.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Also important to character are the ratios of solid to void (i.e., of wall to window opening) across 

bays at each level on the “middle” portion of a façade.  There is some variation in this ratio among OTR’s 

Italianate buildings, but the margin is fairly small.  Three basic conditions occur where (as in most cases) 

there is a single opening centered in each bay: 1) the width of solid wall between windows is almost 

exactly the same as the width of the window openings themselves; or 2) the width of solid wall between 

window openings is slightly but appreciably narrower than the window openings themselves; or 3) the 

width of solid wall between window openings is slightly but appreciably wider than the width of the 

openings themselves.  What is most important is that on a given block, these determinants of rhythm are 

generally quite consistent from one building to the next.  Illustrative examples can be found along the 

500-block of E. 13th Street and the 1500-block of Republic Street, where rhythms of fenestration are 

virtually uninterrupted by the subtle divisions between adjacent buildings.  Slightly greater variation in 

window and bay rhythm from one contributing building to the next can be found along the 1300- and 

1400-blocks of Vine Street, and these are parts of OTR where it is duly less critical to match the exact 

rhythms of solid to void across bays on neighboring buildings in order to design an appropriate façade for 

a new building.  (However, all of the other principles of rhythm outlined above still apply to the design of 

appropriate infill in those locations – especially the vertical alignment of windows or groupings of 

windows in the same bay from floor to floor.) 

It is also of great importance to note that window openings are virtually always of the same 

height, and justified to the same sill and header lines, across the width of a given floor on OTR’s 

Italianate facades.  What is far less important is that windows on the same level be exactly aligned from 

building to building.  Floor-plate heights (and thus window sill and header heights) vary between 

neighboring buildings among OTR’s contributing fabric, even if the windows themselves are 

approximately the same height on a given floor between two neighboring buildings.  This is especially 

true where buildings are lined up along a street with a steep slope.  Thus, in some cases, the sills of the 

second floor windows on one building may be two feet higher or lower than those on the building next 

door.  Where window dimensions and ratios of wall width to window width are consistent from one 



149 
 

building to the next, such differences in sill height do not disrupt the overall consistent rhythm of 

fenestration among a row of buildings.            

  

Figure 419: Remarkably regular rhythm of openings across a series of facades on the 500-block of E. 13th Street 
in the Pendleton subarea.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Emphasis: 

The existing design guidelines state that: 

 New residential and mixed-use construction should have a vertical emphasis because in Over-

 the-Rhine buildings are taller than they are wide, window openings are tall and narrow, and 

 storefronts have slender columns, which emphasize verticality.  Commercial and industrial 

 buildings, which may have an overall horizontal emphasis, often incorporate vertical elements, 

 such as pilasters or vertically oriented openings.435 

 

Given the more specific comments regarding emphasis that have been included in other sections 

above, little need be added on the subject to the rubric for the case studies.  One important note on 

emphasis is the manner in which downspouts are also used to subdivide wider, more horizontal facades 

into segments that have a more vertical emphasis.  On fabric buildings (especially those that are five or 

more bays wide), such downspouts typically run from the underside of the corona of the cornice all the 

way down to the sidewalk.  They typically coincide with the vertical dividing line between two 

townhouses or two storefronts, and are usually centered on the portion of solid wall between the openings 

of two bays or two storefronts.  Where downspouts articulate the division between two separate but 

contiguous buildings, they are usually located toward the outer edge of one building façade or the other, 

but not along the exact line of demarcation between the two buildings.  Downspouts thus punctuate the 

subdivision of facades into narrower segments with a more vertical emphasis without any change in plane 

or material on the façade itself.  This use of downspouts appears not only in Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate 

fabric buildings but also in its vernacular Greek Revival buildings and in some of its buildings of less 

common but still complementary character. 

 

 

                                                           
435 City of Cincinnati, Over-the-Rhine Historic District Designation Report (2003), Exhibit C, 3. 
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Height and Massing: 

Over-the-Rhine exhibits an obvious variation in heights among Italianate fabric buildings on the same 

block or street.  This is owed to a combination of factors, such as differences in total number of floors, 

slight differences in corresponding floor-to-floor heights, differences in entablature heights (within a 

limited range of variation for the proportions of top to middle and base), or differences in ground floor 

elevation based on changes in street grade.  However, a more subtle pattern that often escapes observation 

is the frequent appearance of neighboring (and often contiguous) buildings that are exactly or almost 

exactly the same height.  Accordingly, any rubric prescribing that a new building must be of a different 

height than its neighbors, or must be exactly the same height as its neighbors would drastically 

Figure 420: A horizontal facade divided by downspouts into segments with vertical emphasis.  Washington Park subarea. (Photo 
by the author.) 
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oversimplify the patterns of the neighborhood concerning building height.  However, one pattern that is 

not found among OTR’s streetscapes is a static and repetitive alternation between two heights across a 

series of building facades.  Accordingly, infill that attempts to mimic height variations in OTR through a 

contrived “up-and-down” pattern of taller and shorter facades is inappropriate to the character of the 

district.  Moreover, it should be noted that OTR’s Italianate street facades are of a consistent height across 

their width.  There are some rare instances in which a decorative pediment or cartouche is centered at the 

top of the entablature on a main façade, but the primary street facades of OTR’s Italianate buildings are 

Figure 421: A pair of contiguous buildings with deliberately coordinated cornice lines and 
detailing.  Pendleton subarea.  (Photo by the author.) 
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never pitched at the top to create a plain front-gabled or shed roof condition.  Where such conditions do 

appear, it is only on side or rear facades. 

On the subject of height in terms of stories, the existing guidelines note that “Most buildings in 

Over-the-Rhine are between two- and five-stories,”436 asserting that “The height of new construction 

should not vary more than one story from adjacent contributing buildings.”437   

In addition to overall height, the height of individual levels is also important to the character of all 

buildings in Over-the-Rhine, including its Italianate fabric.  With the exception of uppermost floors, the 

floor-to-ceiling heights of levels above the ground floor are never the 8-foot ceiling height that has 

become common for new construction.  Indeed, such low ceiling heights would not permit the vertical 

emphasis that characterizes Italianate fenestration.  Typical levels above the ground floor on OTR’s 

Italianate buildings have ceiling heights between 10 and 12 feet.  At the ground floor, ceiling heights 

frequently range from 11 to 14 feet.  New construction with floor-to-ceiling heights that deviate positively 

or negatively from these ranges by more than one foot are generally inappropriate to the character of 

Over-the-Rhine.     

Regarding massing, Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate fabric buildings are typically defined by simple 

volumes.  Facades are generally flat, with no changes in setback from one bay to another.  There is rarely 

a change in plane unless there is a change in material (with the exception of entablatures).  Thus, for 

instance, while windows are always recessed slightly from exterior wall surfaces (often by three or four 

inches), brick spandrels are never recessed from the primary plane of a brick exterior wall.  Furthermore, 

the massing of OTR’s fabric buildings is positive, in the sense that it is defined by regular, solid prisms 

that are generally not carved away in the manner of subtractive form.  Thus, there are not loggias cut into 

the solid volumes of OTR’s contributing fabric buildings (Italianate or otherwise), nor are portions of the 

solid massing “notched out” such that the overlying mass is effectively cantilevered over a void.  The 

massing of OTR’s Italianate buildings is governed in large part by a logical, straightforward alignment of 

                                                           
436 City of Cincinnati, Over-the-Rhine Historic District Designation Report (2003), Exhibit C, 3. 
437 Ibid. 



154 
 

vertical load paths from top to ground with minimal eccentricity.  This pattern of massing follows the 

basic principles of load-bearing masonry or trabeated construction.  The only instances of subtractive 

form on OTR’s contributing Italianate buildings appear at the ground floors of some mixed-use buildings 

that occupy corners.  Occasionally, the corner of a mixed-use building is notched out at ground level only 

to form a covered recess for an entrance.  However, in these cases, a column of cast iron or stone still 

holds the corner, supporting the mass of the floors above, and preventing a cantilevered condition.   

Another important component of massing can be the presence or absence of features that are 

attached to the facades of a building.  On Over-the-Rhine’s contributing Italianate buildings, fire escapes 

play a role in defining massing – even on main facades.  However, balconies are extremely uncommon, 

and are not generally appropriate to the character of OTR’s Italianate architecture.  Rare historic examples 

do exist within the neighborhood – especially along E. McMicken Ave. in the portion of the OTR Central 

subarea north of Liberty Street, and on Main Street.  In those cases, the balconies are only at the level of 

the second floor – virtually never at multiple levels438 -- and they extend across the full width of the 

façade; there are not smaller balconies placed at individual openings.  It should also be noted that such 

balconies are always fully external to the primary massing of the buildings to which they are attached.  

Thus, where historic balconies are attached to contributing buildings, they never exhibit the quality of 

being “half-in” and “half-out” with respect to the massing of the building, with part of the balcony 

recessed into the mass of the building, and the rest of it projecting outward from the face of the building.  

This treatment has become increasingly popular in new construction, but it is not appropriate to the 

character of Over-the-Rhine.     

Finally, while most of OTR’s Italianate fabric buildings occupy a volume that is essentially a tall, 

narrow, and deep rectangular prism, they are typically capped with shed roofs that slope gently from front 

to rear, such that they are slightly taller at the street façade than at the back façade.  Likewise, some of 

                                                           
438 An atypical example with historic wrought-iron balconies spanning the width of the second- and third-floor facades is found at 
1216-1218 Vine Street.  However, it must be emphasized that this is an anomalous feature among the neighborhood’s 
contributing buildings, and an abundance of infill with the same feature would alter the character of OTR. 
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OTR’s Italianate fabric buildings have an L-shaped footprint, with the widest portion fronting the street, 

and a narrower portion behind the front-most rooms justified to the left or right side of the lot.  This 

configuration is most typical of OTR’s tenements, in which case the L-shape allows buildings to 

contribute to a solid, continuous street-wall along the sidewalk while narrowing to form semi-private 

light-wells toward the middle and rear portions of parcels.  Usually, both legs of the “L” are capped with 

shed roofs that meet at a ridge and are sloped to drain into the light-well.  This often results in a half-gable 

on the rear face of the narrow portion of the building mass.  When two L-shaped buildings are placed 

contiguously on neighboring lots along a street, their combined footprint is T-shaped or U-shaped.             

 

Materials: 

Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate building exteriors have a relatively limited number of materials, and the 

materials are also highly consistent from building to building.  This is true even when the neighborhood’s 

grand public and civic buildings are taken into account.  Both of these facts are essential to the continuity 

of character that gives OTR its national significance for architecture and urbanism.  Accordingly, infill 

with exterior materials that dilute or disrupt this continuity is not appropriate to the context of OTR. 

Among the neighborhood’s fabric buildings, whether mixed-use or fully residential, the primary 

material of the “middle” portion of the main façade is virtually always brick.  Given that virtually all 

contributing buildings in Over-the-Rhine are of load-bearing masonry construction, the brick found on the 

exteriors of these buildings is not merely a surface finish but an integral part of the structure.  As such, it 

is laid according to the principles of load-bearing masonry construction.  This means that brick is always 

laid with staggered head-joints from one course to the next, which strengthens the integrity of a masonry 

wall.  Variations of the stacked bond pattern are not found on OTR’s contributing buildings, since the 

vertical alignment of head-joints at every course weakens a wall and therefore contradicts the principles 

of load-bearing masonry construction.  The brick is generally laid in a running bond.  On some facades, 

there are occasional header courses reinforcing the connection between wythes.  However, on Italianate 

facades where such courses do appear, they are inserted infrequently along the height of the wall and do 
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not occur often or regularly enough to justify classifying the pattern of brickwork as a common bond.  On 

none of OTR’s contributing masonry buildings is there ever a horizontal soldier course, sailer course, 

shiner course, or rowlock course.  Nor, on OTR’s Italianate buildings, is brick ever given special 

treatment along the vertical edges of window or door openings.  Thus, for instance, the vertical edges of 

window openings are never emphasized with stacked header or rowlock bricks that deviate from the 

running bond of the façade wall, or with brick that projects from the primary plane of the façade.  Such 

treatments are contrary to the character of OTR’s contributing Italianate fabric. 

Typically, Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate window and door openings are spanned by limestone 

lintels or labels, often with decorative elements, as discussed under “Details” below.  However, in cases 

where brick directly spans the top edges of openings in exterior walls, it is always arcuated.  If the arches 

are on the front of a building, they are typically soldier arches – sometimes articulated as piano-key 

arches with an alternating combination of red-orange and black brick, and sometimes trimmed at the top 

with a thin limestone molding.  If located on side or rear facades, the openings are usually simpler and 

less decorative double-rowlock arches (or triple rowlock arches, if over doorways).  Treatments never 

found directly along the upper edges original window openings of contributing buildings include soldier 

courses and running bond courses, both of which would collapse without another form of hidden support, 

such as a steel lintel.  While such treatments are typical of contemporary construction with masonry 

veneer attached to a frame structure, they are not appropriate to the character of OTR’s Italianate fabric. 

The module established by brick is also important to the character of Over-the-Rhine’s facades 

and streetscapes.  Façade bricks are of standard dimensions – 7 5/8” long, 2 ¼” tall, and 3 5/8” deep.  As 

such, the bricks are such that they would fit into the grasp of a human hand, which is precisely why they 

are a constructor-friendly material.  The module of the brick lends a sense of human scale to Over-the-

Rhine’s character-defining masonry facades.  Where such a scale is lacking in the surface materials of 

new construction in OTR, the effect is inappropriate to the character of the neighborhood. 

While brick is the most common primary material on Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate facades, it is 

noteworthy that brick is never used to form doorsills or windowsills on those facades.  Those features are 
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always of limestone, which is sometimes left exposed, and sometimes coated with whitewash.  The same 

is true of non-Italianate contributing buildings in OTR.  The use of brick for doorsills and window sills on 

new construction is duly inappropriate to the neighborhood. 

 

Figure 422: A typical stone doorsill in OTR. Pendleton subarea.  (Photo by the author.) 

The color of brick is also critically important.  Indeed, the color of any material that is so 

dominant on the facades of a neighborhood’s buildings has a profound on that neighborhood’s character – 

especially when the color is relatively consistent.  On Over-the-Rhine’s contributing buildings, brick is 

always of a warm red, orange, red-orange, or orange-red.  While red, orange, and their combinations are 

generally classified as warm colors, brick of cooler red and orange colors are also available, and are 

generally out of character with OTR’s contributing fabric.  It must also be noted that brick color never 

varies from level to level on a façade in OTR.  For instance, any brick at the level of the first floor is 

always of the same color as the brick found on the upper levels of the same façade.  When brick facades 
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are not of the colors described, it is not because the buildings are faced in brick of a different color (such 

as gray or white), but because the brick has been painted.  Accordingly, new construction faced in brick 

that is gray, white, black, brown, etc., is generally not appropriate to the character of OTR.  While new 

construction with painted brick would be appropriate to the character of the neighborhood, builders, 

architects, and owners must take into account the maintenance cycle they will create by specifying 

painted brick for infill.  Exposed brick of a proper warm red or orange color is at least as appropriate to 

the neighborhood as painted brick and requires far less maintenance.          

Apart from the primary façade walls, the materials originally used for other exterior components are 

also critical to defining the character of Over-the-Rhine’s Italianate fabric.  Typical materials for those 

components are as follows:   

 Windows, including their jambs, frames, sash, and brickmolds, are of wood.   

 Cornices are typically of painted sheet metal or wood.  The friezes, brackets, and taenia bands of 

cornices are typically of wood. 

 Storefront piers or pilasters are typically of cast iron, wood, or limestone.  Storefront lintels are 

typically of cast iron or limestone.  And storefront bulkheads are typically of wood.               

 

Details: 

Buildings from OTR's period of significance are distinguished in large part by their detail.  In most cases, 

such detail is not merely applied ornament but the decorative refinement of structural elements.  Such 

detail and refinement is achieved through the careful variation of moldings that accentuate parts of 

structure and their functions.  Moldings are either convex, concave, or flat (i.e., fillets), and are generally 

combined in such a way that no two moldings of the same size and profile are placed immediately 

adjacent to one another, achieving balance.  Detailing on the historic facades of OTR is also used to create 

the effect of tripartition from bottom to top on each facade, and, generally, at a smaller scale, within the 

vertical register of each individual element.  As a consequence, more architectural detail comes into view 

as one gets closer and closer to the facade of a historic building in OTR. 
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In the rare cases where historic balconies are found on the facades of contributing buildings, the 

emphasis of the details is always vertical.  That is, balusters are oriented vertically.  And while the 

balusters are spaced frequently and evenly, they are always slender, lending an overall diaphanous quality 

to the balconies they grace.  Typically of cast iron, the balusters on historic balconies are always 

decorative and never mere posts with square plans.  The balusters are planar, with minimal depth 

(presumably to maximize the amount of occupiable balcony space), and their primary planes run parallel 

to the edges of the balcony.  Some of the iron balusters are detailed like flattened versions of turned 

Renaissance balusters.  Others are decorated with combinations of repeating harp motifs and star-shaped 

medallions that fill the spaces between delicate iron studs.  New balconies that do not match the historic 

in their fine, decorative quality would not be compatible with the examples found on contributing 

Italianate buildings. 

  

Figure 423: A historic balcony on Main Street.  While original balconies are rare in the neighborhood, the example is 
typical of the few instances that exist.  (Photo by the author.) 
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VERNACULAR GREEK REVIVAL CHARACTER IN OVER-THE-RHINE  

As has already been noted, the vernacular Greek Revival buildings of Over-the-Rhine have much in 

common with the neighborhood’s Italianate buildings.  Accordingly, the rubric for compatibility with 

OTR’s Greek Revival architecture need not be nearly as extensive as the preceding rubric for 

compatibility with the Italianate.  In terms of the following categories of character-defining feature, the 

Greek Revival and the Italianate are essentially the same: Composition (except for the “top” elements); 

Roofs; Setback; Rhythm; Height and Massing; and Materials.  Only the categories in which there are 

noteworthy differences will be addressed below. 

Composition: 

“Top” 

Two major differences distinguish the “top” portion of a vernacular Greek Revival in Over-the-Rhine 

from the Italianate.  First, the entablature is much simpler in composition and detail, and occupies a 

smaller proportion of the total tripartite façade.  Second, where there is an attic story, it is typically also 

entirely below the articulated portion of the entablature.  In this way, the differences between the “top” 

components of the vernacular Greek Revival and the Italianate in OTR also have an impact on the 

“middle” components, since the attic stories of the former effectively belong to the register of the 

“middle.” 

However, the attic stories of OTR’s Greek Revival buildings are never placed below an entire 

entablature.  Rather, the only articulated portion of the entablature on these buildings is usually the 

cornice.  Thus, the attic story (and any associated windows) technically remains in the register of the 

frieze, as it does on Italianate buildings, but the Greek Revival cornice rests directly on the top of the 

wall, meaning that neither the architrave nor the frieze is expressed.  This means that unlike the Italianate 

“top,” the vernacular Greek Revival “top” in OTR has no brackets in the register of the frieze, and 

typically no taenia band marking the top of an otherwise implied architrave.  In the very rare cases where 
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there is a sort of taenia band, it is a single course of brick or limestone that projects by less than a half 

inch from the primary plane of the façade, and forms a sill course along the bottom edges of the attic 

windows.  (It is crucial to keep in mind, however, that this description applies specifically to the Greek 

Revival fabric in Over-the-Rhine.  There are, of course, many Greek Revival buildings in other locations 

with fully articulated entablatures.)  In many cases, the cornice is also tripartite, with a bedmold, corona, 

and cyma.  In those instances, the bedmold is rarely subdivided into further distinguishable parts.  Either 

it is a plain wood fillet that projects subtly (by about an inch) from the plane of the façade, or it is a 

slightly more refined molding with a primarily concave profile, sometimes composed of curves and 

countercurves.  The corona is always simple and typically projects from the plane of the façade by a 

maximum of about ten to twelve inches.  The corona usually contains a box-gutter.  Applied to the street-

facing plane of the corona at the top is the cymatium, which is often a standard cyma-recta molding.  

Typically, the cymatium occupies one-third to one-half the height of the corona, which is typically the 

same height as its projection from the plane of the façade.  While OTR’s vernacular Greek Revival 

buildings have no brackets supporting the corona, some of the more decoratively rich examples have 

brackets acting as endcaps to the cornice at the far left and right edge of the main façade.  Such brackets 

are only slightly taller than the cornice itself, extending just above and just below the register of the 

cornice and projecting outward at an angle of about 45 degrees from the plane of the façade (15 W. 14th 

Street is a representative example).  Alternatively, some of OTR’s vernacular Greek Revival buildings 

have much simpler cornices, where even the bedmold is omitted, leaving only a corona and cyma.  Even 

in those cases, however, the historic cornices always project outward from the plane of the façade, and 

their projection can almost always be described by an angle of about 45 degrees.  The cyma is always 

included, though bookending brackets are not found on such simplified examples.  

Since the coronas tend to contain boxed gutters, it is also common for downspouts to run 

downward from the undersides of the coronas.  Where a building incorporates multiple townhouses or 

storefronts, the downspouts almost always align with the divisions between residences or commercial 
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suites along the main facade, creating a subtle line of demarcation without any change in material or wall 

plane.   

Window and Door Openings (Fenestration): 

The fenestration of Over-the-Rhine’s vernacular Greek Revival fabric is distinguished from that of the 

Italianate primarily by its relative lack of exaggerated attenuation.  While the existing 2003 design 

guidelines are incorrect in identifying 2:1 as the typical ratio of height to width for Italianate window 

openings, this ratio is exactly correct for typical window openings in OTR’s vernacular Greek Revival 

buildings.  In general, the pronounced attenuation that marks the Italianate is not a characteristic of the 

Greek Revival in OTR.  

Figure 424: Vernacular Greek Revival row houses on Magnolia Street with typical simple cornice and no articulated architrave or 
frieze.  Washington Park subarea.  Note also the 2:1 proportions of window openings.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Another distinction between Over-the-Rhine’s vernacular Greek Revival and Italianate 

fenestration is the relative range of treatments at the top of window and door openings.  As discussed 

above, the openings on OTR’s Italianate buildings may be spanned by stone lintels, brick rowlock arches, 

or more decorative arched labels or hoods.  In the case of the Greek Revival, window and door openings 

are always spanned by limestone lintels.  Those lintels are typically between three and four brick-courses 

in height with a bearing length of about six to eight inches on the brick wall forming the vertical edges of 

the opening.  The basis for these sizes is not merely visual harmony but tectonic logic.  Given the typical 

widths of window openings, a lintel any deeper would be oversized for its load, and a lintel any shallower 

would be undersized.  The faces of the lintels are always smooth and coplanar with the face of the brick 

façade.  The lintels never project even slightly forward from the plane of the façade.   

Storefronts: 

Examples of vernacular Greek Revival storefronts in Over-the-Rhine are relatively rare, as the Greek 

Revival character is most frequently found on entirely residential buildings in the neighborhood.  

However, there are enough instances for patterns to be discerned. 

Over-the-Rhine’s vernacular Greek Revival storefronts are less diaphanous than the storefronts of 

OTR’s Italianate buildings.  As noted in the rubric for Italianate character, OTR’s Italianate storefronts 

consist of doors, large windows, posts, lintels, and bulkheads, but no solid masonry wall.  By contrast, 

many of OTR’s Greek Revival storefronts do include a significant proportion of solid wall, which is 

typically of brick, as on the upper floors.  It is not uncommon for as much as 40 percent of such a 

storefront to be brick wall.  Furthermore, while door openings tend to be much narrower than window 

openings on OTR’s Italianate storefronts, the door and window openings on the Greek Revival storefronts 

tend to be nearly equal in width, with doorways often encompassing a pair of slightly recessed double 

doors, and window openings tend to be filled with glazing that is further subdivided rather than consisting 

of a single light.  Double-hung shop windows are not uncommon, but they are wider than those on the 

upper floors of the same façade where they appear.  While both Italianate and Greek Revival storefront 
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windows are typically 18 to 30 inches above the grade plane, Greek Revival storefront windows are not 

necessarily set on bulkheads.  In many instances, they simply rest on limestone sills that rest, in turn, on 

solid brick wall.  In any case, OTR’s Greek Revival storefronts are always separated from the superjacent 

private levels by a lintel that extends across the entire top of the storefront.  The lintel is typically 

limestone and simple in profile, usually with a thin taenia band capping a deep architrave.  Sometimes, 

the architrave is divided into two or three fascia, and sometimes it has a smooth, continuous face.  

Storefront window and door openings typically extend all the way up to the underside of the 

lintel/architrave.  A representative and unusually well-preserved example of the features described is 

found at 109-111 E. 13th St. and 1233 Clay Street.  See also 1529 and 1531 Race Street.  Another example 

that is less well-preserved but still representative is found at 10 W. 14th Street, at the corner of 14th and 

Republic. 

Figure 425: Greek Revival storefront with brick between openings at 109-111 E. 13th Street.  (Photo by the author.)  
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A second type of vernacular Greek Revival storefront has no brick wall – just simple piers or 

pilasters of limestone or wood framing doorways and shop windows.  This type of storefront is more 

common on narrower facades (two or three bays in width above the ground floor), where there is less 

space for load-bearing structure between window and door openings.  In those cases, the treatment of the 

lintel or architrave at the top is the same as described above.  The pilasters are sometimes tripartite, with 

shafts that are squared in plan and capitals that have a fillet or fascia profile.  In those instances, the base 

of the pilaster is integral to and coplanar with the face of the shaft, but is distinguished from the shaft by a 

slightly greater width.  There is typically a scooped or tapered chamfer marking the transition from the 

shaft to the wider base.  1525 Republic Street offers an example of such pilasters.  However, in other 

instances, the pilasters have no bases of their own, instead resting directly on the low stone water table at 

the bottom of the building, likely echoing the condition of a Greek Doric column shaft resting directly on 

a stylobate without a base. 

Figure 426: A Greek Revival storefront with a higher ratio of void to solid and no brick.  Note the simplicity of the limestone 
pilasters and entablature.  Note also the subtle chamfering of the vertical edges of the pilaster shafts.  (Photo by the author.) 



166 
 

Emphasis: 

As with the Italianate, there is a general vertical emphasis to Over-the-Rhine’s vernacular Greek revival 

buildings.  Both the overall facades and their features, such as window and door openings, are taller than 

they are wide.  However, the degree of vertical emphasis is not so great in the case of the vernacular 

Greek Revival that it creates a sense of exaggerated attenuation, as in the case of the Italianate.  On the 

Greek Revival facades, openings with a simple double-square proportion of 2:1 are common, as noted in 

the previous section, and the overall heights of facades are often less than double their width.   

Details: 

Most architectural detail may be placed into two categories: the embellishment of a feature, or the 

embellishment of the interface between two adjacent features.  (And certain details can occupy both 

categories at once.)  In the case of Over-the-Rhine’s vernacular Greek Revival buildings, it is primarily 

the joints that are articulated.  Often, the articulation is simpler than that found on the Italianate.  Basic 

chamfers and fillets at the edges of storefront pilasters are common, for instance, but rarely the fluting 

found on the more exuberant Italianate examples.  The use of moldings with inflection tends to be 

reserved for the parts of windows (especially where glass meets sash) and their wood brickmolds.   
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Chapter 5: Case Studies of Infill in Over-the-Rhine 

The previous two chapters form a substantial introduction to the case studies below, and only a few 

prefatory remarks are needed here regarding the spirit in which the case studies are written.  Each 

building in the studies is analyzed according to the general principles established in Chapter 3 and the 

specific rubric provided in Chapter 4.  This means that the selected projects are subjected to thorough and 

exacting comparison with the criteria that have been developed for appropriate infill in Over-the-Rhine.  

However, rigor is not to be confused with harsh criticism, and the intention is not to blame particular 

parties for inappropriate results, or praise particular parties for appropriate ones.  If the preceding chapters 

have proven anything, it is that infill proposals in OTR have not been subjected to rigorous enough 

analysis in the past.  Thus, while the case studies below are more lengthy and detailed than, e.g., typical 

Historic Conservation Board staff reports, they are exemplary of the amount of thought, attention to 

detail, and level of analysis that should be given to each potential project in the neighborhood.  The 

purpose of the case studies is not to call attention to the shortcomings of individual works or designers, 

but to encourage the use of an elevated, objective standard for the design and review of appropriate infill 

and OTR that all architects, developers, preservationists, clients, end-users, and neighborhood residents 

can embrace.  Unless it is exceptionally pertinent to the discussion, the architects, developers, and other 

clients involved in the cases are not included, although these facts have been researched by the author.  It 

is hoped that the case studies and this thesis as a whole may play a role in fostering a consensus regarding 

the appropriate approach to infill in OTR, and it is with that goal that the following analyses are written.  
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Part 1: Intentional Opposition Case Studies 

 

 

 

 

Figure 501: Map of Intentional Opposition Case Studies.  (Image by the author.  Base map courtesy of Hamilton County, OH GIS.  
Available at https://cagis.hamilton-co.org/cagisonline/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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Case Study 1: Mercer Commons 

Figure 502: Image for Part 1 of Case Study: Mercer Commons building on Vine Street, looking southwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 Figure 503: Image for Part 2 of Case Study: Mercer Commons building on Walnut Street, looking west.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central (South) 

 Project Address: 1324 Vine St. (Part 1); 1331 Walnut St. (Part 2);  7-15 Mercer St. (Part 3A); 10-

26 Mercer St. (Part 3B) 

 Year of Construction: 2014 

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board: Not Approved439 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

 North or South of Liberty Street: South 

 Project Background: 

                                                           
439 Lucy May, “Commission approves 3CDC’s Mercer Commons,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Dec. 2, 2011, accessed Jan. 4, 2021, 
Commission approves 3CDC's Mercer Commons - Cincinnati Business Courier (bizjournals.com).   

Figure 504: Image for Part 3A of Case Study (above): Mercer Commons townhouses on the south side of Mercer St.  (Image 
courtesy of Google Street-view.  Available at https://www.google.com/maps/@39.110448,-
84.5145015,3a,75y,215.47h,101.71t/data=!3m6!1e1!3  
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$54 million project cost; 3 acre site; 19 historic buildings renovated; three large new mixed-use or 

residential buildings and a parking garage constructed; 134 new apartment units; 28 new 

condominium units; two contributing historic buildings demolished.440 

 Summary of context 

Mercer Commons occupies the north half of the block bounded to the west by Vine Street, to the 

east by Walnut Street, to the north by Mercer Street, and to the south by E. 13th Street.  Within 

the described half-block footprint, the development is anchored by two four-story contemporary 

apartment and condominium complexes -- one at the southeast corner of Vine and Mercer streets, 

and the other at the southwest corner of Walnut and Mercer streets.  Along the south side of 

Mercer Street are contemporary two-story townhomes interspersed among extant historic 

                                                           
440 Ibid. 

Figure 505: Image for Part 3B of Case Study: Mercer Commons townhouses on north side of Mercer St. (Photo by the 
author.) 
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masonry buildings that range from three to four and a half stories.  Together, the described 

buildings form a continuous street-wall around Vine, Mercer, and Walnut streets, wrapping in a 

U-shape around a parking garage that was also constructed as part of the development, with four 

above-ground levels, including a rooftop tier.  The south side of the parking garage is highly 

visible from Vine Street owing to a gap in the block created by a parking lot that separates Mercer 

Commons on the north side of the block from the buildings on the south side of the block.  The 

development also includes the parcels on the north side of Mercer Street, with additional 

contemporary three-story townhouses interspersed among historic residential buildings that range 

from two to four stories in height.  The south half of the block described is occupied by existing 

historic mixed-use buildings ranging from one to five stories in height.  All of these historic 

buildings are of load-bearing masonry construction with ground-floor storefronts framed in wood, 

stone, or metal.  Masonry on the upper floors is brick with limestone accents.  Most of the 

buildings are in the three-to-five-story range, and many of these are three and a half or four and a 

half stories tall, with the half story constructed in the form of an attic story occupying the register 

of the entablature and illuminated by windows in the frieze, as is typical of Italianate buildings in 

OTR.  Similar historic architecture surrounds the block on the west side of Vine Street and the 

south side of E. 13th Street.  The east side of the 1300 block of Walnut street is lined by three-

story row houses developed by Over-the-Rhine Community Housing in 1993, which will be 

examined more closely in a separate case study below.  For now, it is sufficient to note that these 

row houses are of brick and are designed to blend with the historic Italianate and vernacular 

Greek revival buildings that constitute the neighborhood's fabric.  To the north of the block that 

encompasses Mercer Commons, both Vine and Walnut streets are primarily lined with intact 

historic masonry buildings ranging from three to four and a half stories in height.  New 

construction associated with two additional projects also appears along the portion of Vine Street 

to the north of Mercer Street, including a four-story mixed-use building at the southeast corner of 

Vine and Mercer and a four-story mixed-use building with a five-story corner tower at the 
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southwest corner of Vine and W. 14th streets.  While several contemporary interventions exist 

within the immediate urban context of Mercer Commons, the bulk of the surrounding fabric is 

historic.  Of these historic buildings, most are Italianate or vernacular Greek Revival, representing 

a variety of points along the continuum between simple and exuberant expressions of those 

design traditions.  Some of the nearby historic buildings also include French Second Empire or 

Renaissance Revival elements, but these do not conflict with the predominantly Italianate 

character of the fabric.  

 

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

 

As noted above, Mercer Commons comprises three segments of new construction -- two four-

story apartment buildings with their main facades fronting two north-south thoroughfares (Vine 

and Walnut Streets) and two- and three-story infill townhomes linking these anchor buildings 

along the narrow east-west connector that is Mercer Street.  In brief, not one of the new buildings 

in Mercer Commons could be deemed truly compatible with or appropriate to the described 

context by the standards employed in the case studies.  Moreover, the three segments of the 

project are scarcely compatible with each other, let alone with the context of the neighborhood 

where they have been constructed.  Below, the reasons for this incompatibility are exposed 

through a more detailed analysis of each of the three described components of the project: 

 

Part 1. West apartment and condominium building, facing Vine Street 

Massing and Height: 

This building is ostensibly compatible with the massing and height of its context because it is four stories 

tall and the horizontal expanse of its primary facade is subdivided by vertical elements into segments that 

are taller than they are wide by a ratio of more than 2:1, reflecting the similar subdivision of OTR's 

historic streets into the facades of relatively tall and narrow buildings.  However, the compatibility with 
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typical historic massing and height stops there, and has been reduced to a mere abstraction.  Whereas the 

historic street-walls of OTR are subdivided by the boundaries between neighboring buildings, where there 

is often a change in the color or type of brick and a simple vertical joint line without a change in plane, 

the vertical divisions in the Mercer building on Vine Street are effected by changes in plane or changes in 

height that are overwrought and not consonant with the more subtle transitions between OTR's historic 

facades.  Indeed, the division of the new building into vertical segments is achieved in part by a repetitive 

alternation between two heights across the main facade, such that each vertical segment is either taller or 

shorter than its neighboring segment(s) by exactly the same amount.  The change in height also does not 

correspond to a change in the number of levels or a change in the floor-to-floor heights from one segment 

to the next, as would typically accompany height variation within a row of historic facades in OTR.  Such 

a rigid and arbitrary alternation of height along a single four-story facade is duly incompatible with the 

relatively unplanned and relaxed variation of heights that occurs within rows of historic OTR buildings 

owing to differences in the number of levels and the exact heights of levels between neighbors.  Here, we 

find an unconvincing attempt to reproduce in one stroke the accretive effect of height differences that 

occurs when a series of narrow urban parcels are developed by different owners and builders over time.  

In addition to relying on changes in height, the division of the Mercer building's facade into 

vertical segments is also articulated by stacks of cantilevered balconies combined with receding loggias 

that form edges between adjacent stretches of the facade.  The balconies project over the sidewalk on 

Vine Street by at least three feet from the primary plane of the facade, and the loggias are bounded by 

segments of the facade wall that are not only recessed from the main plane of the facade but also 

juxtaposed to it at a canted angle.  None of these features have any analog in the hundreds of Italianate 

and vernacular Greek Revival buildings that form OTR's urban fabric and give it its distinct sense of 

place.  Likewise, both corners of the building's main facade are treated subtractively above the level of the 

ground floor, as their mass is "notched out" to make room for even larger cantilevered balconies than 

those found along the middle of the facade.  This treatment of the corner is a flagrant inversion of the 

strengthened corners found in OTR's traditional historic buildings.  Accordingly, far from achieving 
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continuity with the historic setting of the district, the building is rendered incompatible with OTR by the 

devices employed to subdivide its horizontal facade into vertically-oriented segments.              

Materials: 

The Mercer building on Vine Street is clad in materials that are either foreign to OTR's historic fabric or 

applied in a way that is largely contrary to their conventional use within the district.  At the level of the 

ground floor (used for retail and commercial functions), the facade consists of aluminum-frame and plate 

glass storefronts bordered on all sides by panels of cast stone or a thin veneer of limestone.  By contrast, 

historic OTR storefronts are typically framed by trabeated cast-iron assemblies with individual shop 

windows and doors further framed by wood moldings and jambs.  While some of the historic storefronts 

have a small amount of real limestone, it serves a structural purpose as a sill beneath bulkheads and 

doors.  In the case of the Mercer building, the cast stone or limestone is applied like a wallpaper to the 

entire structure surrounding storefront doors and windows, and the location of joints between the pieces 

precludes any semblance of load-bearing masonry construction.  Furthermore, the application of these 

thin masonry panels to the steel lintels above shop fronts without any drip edge has made them vulnerable 

to erosion, and the pieces are already showing signs of destruction by water after less than ten years.  By 

contrast, materials on OTR's historic facades are always used structurally (even if articulated 

decoratively), in a manner consistent with their physical properties.  Accordingly, the application of stone 

or a stone-like material to the Mercer building is not only incongruous with the visual character of OTR 

but also inconsistent with the tectonic logic of masonry construction and incompatible with the nature of 

the material itself.  It is therefore inappropriate to the neighborhood on multiple accounts. 

On the three upper floors, the facades are clad in a combination of fiber cement board and metal 

panels that are not found on any of the character-defining historic buildings of OTR.  Unlike the brick on 

the upper floors of OTR's historic facades, these panels constitute large expanses of smooth surface that 

have no relationship to the human scale, in the way that bricks are scaled to the mason's hand.  Moreover, 

the panels are placed in a grid pattern that bears no relationship to the pattern of joints found between 

materials of OTR's historic buildings, and there is no belt course or any other intervening element to 
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articulate the boundary between the top of the ground floor and the bottom of the upper floors, as is 

typically found in OTR's historic mixed-use buildings.  In addition, where the cement board panels are 

placed over windows, they are exactly the same width as the window openings themselves, making it 

clear that they do not share the architectonic function of the stone lintels over OTR's historic windows and 

doors.  These choices in design and the application of materials would be sufficient on their own to 

preclude an appropriate relationship between the contemporary building and its surroundings.       

Fenestration: 

The fenestration on the Mercer building on Vine Street is demonstrably incompatible with the fenestration 

of most historic mixed-use buildings in OTR in at least nine respects.  First, the proportions of most major 

window openings on the new building are essentially square, while analogous openings on historic OTR 

buildings have a clear vertical emphasis, with a ratio of at least 2:1 (in the case of vernacular Greek 

Revival facades) and often greater than 2:1 (in the case of Italianate facades).  Second, the ratio of 

window to wall (i.e., of void to solid) is excessive in the new building relative to the same proportion for 

upper floor facades on OTR's historic buildings.  Third, the heights of window openings in the Mercer 

building are excessive, as they literally extend from floor to ceiling, while the upper story windows of 

historic OTR buildings are tall but still leave room for wall and woodwork above and below.  Fourth, the 

window openings in the Mercer building are divided asymmetrically into panes of varying sizes, while 

upper story windows of historic OTR buildings are always symmetrical about their vertical centerlines, 

and typically symmetrical (or very nearly so) about their horizontal centerlines as well.  Fifth, the 

windows on the Mercer building are of the fixed-pane variety, while the upper story windows of historic 

OTR buildings are almost invariably double-hung.  Sixth, the glazing of the Mercer building's windows is 

framed in aluminum with a simple rectangular section, whereas historic upper-floor windows in OTR are 

framed in wood with clearly articulated sash, jambs, and brickmolds.  Seventh, the width and rhythm of 

fenestration on the Mercer building is inappropriately varied across the width of the facade.  Whereas 

window width and spacing is typically more or less consistent across the upper-floor facades of OTR's 

historic buildings, both of these features vary erratically across the main facade of the Mercer building on 
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Vine Street.  Eighth, the inappropriate inclusion of balconies on the main facade of the new building also 

carries with it the presence of doors on the upper stories of the main facade -- a feature that is almost 

unheard of among the upper facades of OTR's historic buildings.  Last but not least, the windows of the 

Mercer building have no articulated lintels or sills, while the corresponding elements are not only 

articulated but also given a dignified treatment on the facades of OTR's historic buildings.  In short, 

almost every opportunity to follow the example of historic precedent has been rejected in the design of 

this building's fenestration -- the single most character-defining part of any building.      

Detail:  

As noted above, the historic buildings from OTR's period of significance are distinguished in large part by 

their detail.  For a description of detail that is typical of Over-the-Rhine’s contributing fabric, see the 

discussions on this subject within the rubric in Chapter 4.   

In the case of the Mercer building on Vine Street, no such detail exists.  Architectural elements on 

this facade have only one profile -- the fillet -- and even this is used sparingly in order to create a smooth, 

planar effect (with the exception of the protruding balconies, which are mere rectangular prisms clad in 

metal).  The only features that become more apparent as one draws nearer to the building are the lack of 

durability of the materials and the unworkmanlike execution of the joints between them. 

 

Part 2. East Mixed Use Building, fronting Walnut Street 

Height and Massing: 

Height 

While this building matches the four-story height of its neighboring buildings to the south with respect to 

its number of floors, it is significantly taller than the adjacent historic buildings, effecting a sense of 

difference in scale.  It is also significantly taller than the three story and three-and-a-half story buildings 

that line the west side of Walnut Street immediately to the north of Mercer Street, thus appearing to dwarf 

its historic neighbors to the north.  
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Massing 

As stated above, the adopted design guidelines for Over-the-Rhine specify that new construction in the 

district should have a clearly defined base, middle, and top in order to be compatible with the 

neighborhood's contributing historic fabric.  Moreover, it is recommended that the top element be 

"strong," in a way that responds sensitively to the entablatures and cornices of typical historic buildings in 

the district.  By contrast, the Mercer building on Walnut Street has a base and middle, but no articulated 

top, much less a strong top.  The only differentiated element at the upper edges of the facades is a thin 

metal coping that precisely matches the color of the material on the walls below it.  To the extent that this 

coping was intended to serve as the building's "top," it fails to achieve compatibility with the tops of 

OTR's contributing historic buildings, as it is inappropriately diminutive in height relative to the 

combined height of the base and middle, and has virtually no overhang.  That the top has been 

shortchanged its due portion of the building's vertical register also means that too much height has been 

given to the middle, further exaggerating the sense that the new four-story building is out of scale with its 

historic four-story neighbors. 

While the building has a base and a middle, these, too, are inappropriate to the character of the 

neighborhood in their articulation.  The shopfronts of the base are recessed at the corner of Walnut and 

Mercer streets when it would have been appropriate to keep them flush with the superjacent middle 

portion. 

At the macro level, the middle (i.e., the upper three stories of the building) has a consistent 

setback along Walnut and Mercer streets, and, in theory, this property of its massing helps to preserve and 

extend the historic street-wall.  However, a collection of more subtle deviations from OTR’s character-

defining massing have subverted the effect of this basic continuity.  To illustrate how these design choices 

have undermined the building's compatibility with its context, it is necessary to describe the massing of 

the building's middle along Walnut Street in greater detail. 
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At the level of the "middle," the building's facade can be seen to consist of two major parts, each 

of which is further subdivided along vertical lines into smaller segments.  The left (south) major portion 

of the facade is subdivided at its top into five segments by a subtle (and apparently arbitrary) alternation 

between two heights, with two wider and slightly taller segments interspersed between three narrower and 

slightly shorter ones.  (The effect is therefore similar to the alternation of heights across the main facade 

of the Mercer building on Vine Street.)  Meanwhile, the right (north) half of the facade is divided into a 

much wider portion to the left, and a tall and narrow portion to the right, at the corner of the mass.  The 

larger of these segments differs in its massing from all of the other segments of the building along Walnut 

Street because its top edge is slanted like one half of a butterfly roof, whereas the top edges of the other 

segments are all horizontal.  (This condition is also repeated over the westernmost bay of the building's 

much narrower north facade.)  While the noted slope vaguely resembles the slant of the shed roofs that 

top some of Over-the-Rhine's historic mixed-use buildings, such a condition is never found on the 

primary, street-facing facades of OTR's historic buildings.  Moreover, the slanted upper edges in question 

do not even correspond to a roof, and are therefore only included for their visual effect -- an effect that 

further undermines, rather than strengthens, the building's compatibility with its context.  (A similarly 

inappropriate treatment was given to the facades of the new Otto M. Budig Theatre at the southwest 

corner of Washington Park, but at least the shed-style slanting follows a roofline in that case.) 

Equally problematic for the compatibility of the middle is the erratic "layering" of the building's 

facade at the level of the middle.  More specifically, the planes of the facade have two layers -- one 

advancing slightly from the other by about an inch, adding a dimension of low relief to the massing of the 

facades.  While the change in plane is very subtle between the two layers, the difference is emphasized by 

corresponding changes in material and color.  The slightly advancing planes are clad in orange, horizontal 

cement board panels, while the slightly receding planes are clad in a grid of gray metal panels.  While the 

very concept of this layering is foreign to the character of Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric, the haphazard 

patchwork pattern of the two layers makes for an even more egregious contrast between the intervention 

and the historic fabric.  The randomness of the pattern is such that it virtually defies coherent verbal 
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description, and one need only look at the building in context to understand how this treatment opposes 

the character of the neighborhood.  By way of an attempt at description, it can be said that the receding 

layers on the southern half of the Walnut Street facade are P-shaped, and appear to be eating into the 

advancing layers.  No two P-shaped patches of the receding layer are exactly alike.  On the right half of 

the Walnut Street facade, patches of the receding layer occur in three randomly placed rectangles that are 

not coordinated with each other in terms of their size, aspect ratio, or alignment.  The effect of this 

layering is to undermine the division of the building's middle into distinct vertical bays and to subvert the 

horizontal continuity of plane and material -- two essential characteristics of OTR's historic 

fabric.                    

Finally, the massing of the middle is rendered incompatible with the district by the presence of 

projecting balconies on all three of the building's upper levels.  As noted in the discussion of the Mercer 

building on Vine Street, balconies on primary facades are an anomaly among Over-the-Rhine's historic 

mixed-use buildings.  Therefore, the very use of the element is almost categorically inappropriate.  But 

add to this the fact that the balconies appear on the facades at random locations (a consequence of the 

noted inappropriate patterns in the design of the fenestration), with no sense of vertical or horizontal 

alignment, and the adverse impact on the character of the block becomes even more pronounced.   

Materials: 

The materials on this building are similar to those applied to the Mercer building on Vine Street.  See the 

discussion on materials in that portion of the case study above for analysis of the materials used on the 

building at hand.  

Fenestration: 

On the Mercer building facing Vine Street, there is too much window and not enough wall above the 

ground level relative to the corresponding ratios on the neighborhood’s character-defining buildings.  In 

the case of the Mercer building on Walnut Street, the opposite extreme exists, as the facades exhibit too 

much solid wall and not enough window.  The size, shape, and placement of windows above the ground 

floor detracts even more from the appropriateness of the building's fenestration.  While the "middle" 
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sections of Over-the-Rhine's historic facades are virtually always marked by windows of the same shape 

and size, spaced evenly and centered in a series of regular bays, the fenestration on the building in 

question violates virtually all of those fundamental principles of regularity and alignment that are so 

essential to OTR's urban character.  Indeed, the middle section of the building on Walnut has two 

standard window types rather than one.  The first type (hereafter referred to as Type 1 within this case 

study) has an aspect ratio of approximately 2:1, which is in keeping with the windows of OTR's 

vernacular Greek Revival buildings, such as the structure immediately to the south.  However, rather than 

being a traditional double-hung window, this type consists of a taller fixed-pane sash on top of a shorter 

jalousie or hopper window.  For a more thorough discussion of this window type and why it is not 

appropriate to OTR, see the section on fenestration in the case study on the Stannary building at 1516 

Race Street.  The second window type (hereafter referred to as Type 2 in this case study) is of the same 

height as the first, but it is approximately half as wide, with an aspect ratio near 1:4.  In the case of this 

type, the entire opening is filled with a single fixed-pane sash or casement window.  Such attenuated, slit-

like windows are found nowhere on the upper facades of OTR's historic buildings.  And while the two 

window types are inappropriate to OTR in themselves, their impropriety to the context is compounded by 

their placement.  Most of the window openings on the building's main facade appear in pairs.  The most 

appropriate pairing seen here is the placement of two Type 1 windows next to each other.  Indeed, there 

are some instances in OTR's fabric where two windows with an aspect ratio near 2:1 are placed in 

pairs.  However, the pairing is typically consistent across the entire facade in those cases (sometimes with 

the interspersing of single or triple windows), such that the entire composition of the facade retains 

bilateral symmetry.  In addition, historic paired windows are always separated by a mullion, never by a 

mere continuation of the primary wall between them, without a change in plane or material, as seen on the 

building in question.  The second condition seen here is the pairing of a Type 1 window with a Type 2 

window.  These pairings lack the bilateral symmetry that is universal among the paired or grouped 

windows on the middle segments of OTR's historic buildings.  The spacing between the paired windows 

is also inappropriately inconsistent in these cases, with some paired windows directly touching each other, 
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some being separated by a narrow segment of wall, and some being separated by a wide segment of 

wall.  Individually, these three versions are all improper to the neighborhood, and employed collectively, 

they give the building's fenestration a disorderly aspect that is even more out of character with the 

architecture that gives OTR its significant quality of place.  The occasional random placement of single 

Type 2 windows compounds the disorder, as does the pervasive lack of vertical alignment and choice of 

window type from one floor to another in any given "bay."  (The term "bay" must be used loosely because 

the window arrangement is in fact too irregular to create any sense that the upper facades are organized in 

bays at all.)  In addition, as in the Mercer building on Vine Street, the presence of doors on the middle 

section of this building's facade is another point of incongruity with the neighborhood's historic 

fabric.  And the ruinous effect of the doors is made even worse by the fact that the heads of their openings 

are lower than the heads of the window openings on the same level.  In OTR, all openings on a floor 

should have their heads aligned. 

It must also be noted that all windows in the middle section of the building are essentially flush 

with the surrounding walls, when context demands that they be recessed by at least several inches into 

their reveals.                 

Finally, the fenestration at the base of the building also defeats any prospect of achieving 

substantial compatibility with Over-the-Rhine.  Along its Walnut Street facade, the building is long 

enough to encompass four typical OTR storefronts.  And, yet, the three southernmost sections have no 

traditional entry-doors, rejecting rather than inviting the entry of the pedestrian.  The overall ratio of glass 

to framing is the only context-appropriate aspect of the fenestration of the ground-floor shop fronts.    

Detail: 

As in the case of the Mercer building on Vine Street, the building on Walnut Street exhibits a total 

omission of neighborhood-appropriate detail.  Here, too, the only treatment where two materials intersect 

is the butt-joint, and the only profile used for any piece of trim or any framing element is the fascia, or its 

smaller counterpart, the fillet.  For a more complete discussion of why such a stripping down of detail is 

wholly inappropriate for infill in Over-the-Rhine, see, e.g., the above case study of the Mercer building on 
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Vine Street, or the case studies concerning the School for the Creative and Performing Arts, the Stannary 

at 1516 Race Street, the residence at 1508 Race Street, or the City Home project on the 1400-block of 

Pleasant Street.  The same case studies may also be consulted for an explanation of why it is inappropriate 

to omit sills and lintels from wall openings, as has been done here. 

Part 3. Mercer Street Townhomes 

The final step in this case study is to examine the townhomes along the street that gives the entire Mercer 

Commons project its name.  There are two ranges of townhomes to be considered: those lining the south 

side of Mercer Street, and those lining the north side.  The designs for the two sides of the street are 

different enough to warrant separate analysis.  However, it can be said of both ranges that their primary 

merit within the total Mercer Commons development is their relative lack of visibility compared with the 

two buildings on the wider and more bustling Vine and Walnut streets.  In any case, the townhomes are 

an example of the results that often concur when the differentiability of infill is prioritized over 

compatibility with context at all costs. 

A. Townhouses on south side of Mercer Street 

Height and Massing: 

At two stories in height, the five new townhouses are significantly shorter than the four historic buildings 

to their immediate east, which range in height from three to four-and-a half-stories.  The infill townhomes 

are dwarfed by comparison, and the effect is exaggerated by the excessive setback of the new 

construction. 

The greatest impediment to the compatibility of the townhomes, however, is their 

massing.  Rather than reinforcing the street-wall with a facade defined by one major plane, each facade is 

broken up into two major planes with different setbacks -- the entry bay at the east end of each unit 

receding farther from the curb than the two westernmost bays.  Also highly inimical to compatibility is 

the further breakdown of the two westernmost bays through the insertion of a vertical mass in the center 

bay that begins above the second-floor window sill and extends upward through the register of the 

parapet.  The faces of this intruding mass are also recessed slightly from the dominant plane of the two 
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westernmost bays, constituting yet another break in the continuity of the street-wall while also disrupting 

the continuous horizontal edge at the top of each unit.  The entire scheme of massing can be interpreted as 

a "deconstruction" of the traditional townhouse range.  Indeed, the portions of the massing that are clad in 

brick look like remnants of a standard three-bay townhouse that would not be out of place in Over-the-

Rhine, with a few adjustments to their detailing.  But the rest of the massing suggests that the remainder 

of each townhouse has been eaten away and replaced by something invasive and alien -- albeit in a 

mechanical pattern that repeats itself identically across the five facades.  Such a Deconstructivist 

intervention severely compromises the neighborhood's quality of place along an entire block.  It would 

have been less deleterious to the character of OTR to leave the site empty until something appropriate 

could be constructed.        

Materials: 

The materials are a combination of brick, cast-stone, and cement board -- the latter laid in various colors 

and shapes.  In addition to the irregularity of massing, the irregularity of materials is completely 

asynchronous with the treatment of historic residential buildings in Over-the-Rhine, where the entire main 

facade is consistently of brick, with limestone accents.  This is true of all extant historic buildings on 

Mercer Street itself.  If both the massing and the application of brick had been made continuous on these 

townhomes, it would have markedly improved their compatibility with the historic fabric of the 

immediate block and of the entire neighborhood.  For additional discussion of the impropriety of cement 

board as an exterior building material in OTR, see the above analyses of the Mercer buildings on Vine 

and Walnut streets, as well as the case study on the Gateway I project at 1150 Vine Street.    

Fenestration: 

Here, the most context-appropriate aspect of the fenestration is the use of single, one-over-one double-

hung sash windows with an aspect ratio of 2:1.  A second mark of moderate appropriateness is the ratio of 

void-to-solid/window-to-wall.  Relative to the two extremes represented on the Vine and Walnut street 

buildings of Mercer Commons, the ratio achieved here is much closer to that which would be typical for 

historic residential townhomes in Over-the-Rhine.  However, this appropriateness is tempered by the 
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insertion of ground-floor corner windows on each unit where there is a change in setback between the two 

westernmost bays and the front entry bay.  Not only does this constitute a local violation of the 

appropriate window-to-wall ratio on each facade, but it is also entirely foreign to the neighborhood’s 

character-defining patterns of fenestration, since corner windows never found on the facades of OTR's 

contributing historic townhouses.  In addition, the off-center positioning of each unit's front door in its 

respective bay, coupled with the placement of a single, wide sidelight just barely off-center in the same 

bay, is incongruous with the customary centering of front doors within their respective bays on the 

facades of OTR's historic townhomes.      

Detail:    

As with all other Mercer Commons buildings, the detailing on these townhomes is inappropriately limited 

to fascia and fillet profiles.  The total absence of detailing is especially salient at the tops of the units, 

where the parapet over the two easternmost bays is simply an upward extension of the plane of the facade 

below, with no moldings or differentiation in material to separate them.  These segments of parapet are 

capped simply with a metal coping.  The segment of the parapet over each unit's westernmost bay consists 

of a brick lower portion and an upper portion in the form of a metal railing with a relatively thick, 

cylindrical frame, and thin horizontal wires filling the voids between the posts.   

The facades are also marked by occasional string-courses and sill courses across certain 

bays.  The features appear "occasionally" because the irregularity of massing and materials prevents them 

from continuing uninterrupted across each facade, as they do on Over-the-Rhine's historic 

buildings.  Moreover, it is clear that the flat-faced moldings have not been outfitted with a profile or a 

drip-edge that would allow them to shed water effectively.  In combination with the total omission of a 

projecting cornice, this "abstract" form of detailing has resulted in pervasive water staining and organic 

growth beneath nearly every band of cast stone set into the brick-faced portions of the facades.  The 

problem is exacerbated by the fact that the townhouses face north and do not have the aid of direct 

sunlight to facilitate evaporation.  In this way, the townhomes are an illustrative case study in the practical 

consequences of reductive, "Modernist" detailing.   
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B. Townhouses on north side of Mercer Street 

Compared with the earlier infill townhouses on the south side of Mercer Street, the eight townhomes on 

the north side of the street are more compatible with the character of Over-the-Rhine's historic 

fabric.  Indeed, it is clear that some of the lessons from the first phase of Mercer Street townhomes have 

been learned and applied to the facades at hand.  At the same time, the intervention on the north side of 

Mercer Street has its compatibility spoiled by numerous choices that should have been identified as 

inappropriate and corrected through the design-review process.  This project came close to achieving a 

good degree of compatibility with its setting and could have been a paradigmatic example of context-

sensitive Abstract Reference, but for a handful of design choices.  Nevertheless, the project represents a 

small step toward appropriateness from the three earlier segments of the Mercer Commons project 

assessed above, and the following discussion will duly include a balanced consideration of the 

intervention's merits and shortcomings with respect to compatibility.          

Height and Massing: 

Unlike the two-story townhomes across the street, the townhomes on the north side are three stories tall, 

and are thus more appropriately within the range of acceptable heights established by the extant historic 

buildings on the block.  However, it must be noted that the range of new townhomes has been constructed 

to include one extant historic Italianate building at 14 Mercer Street, which is the third unit from the west 

edge of the range of otherwise new townhomes.  The ground floor of the historic building is also 

significantly taller than the ground floors of the new units.  All told, the new townhomes are much shorter 

than the historic building to which they should most closely relate.  As a result, the two segments of new 

townhomes appear to extend from the sides of the taller historic building like the wings of a larger 

building with an off-center pavilion near the middle.  The juxtaposition of heights and setbacks between 

old and new reinforces the impression of contrast rather than continuity in the embedding of one existing 

building within a long and otherwise continuous row of new units.  While the front elevations for the 

building submitted to the Historic Conservation Board show a fourth-level half-story set behind a rooftop 
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terrace, the feature is completely invisible from the street.  This jarring incongruity would have been 

avoided if some or all of the new units had been made four stories tall at the plane of the front facades 

along Mercer Street. 

With respect to massing, the townhomes on the north side of Mercer Street are much more 

appropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine’s urban fabric than their neighbors to the south.  At the 

macro level, the facades of the new homes are coplanar with each other, forming a more continuous 

street-wall that is relatively appropriate to the urban character of OTR.  However, the effect of this 

continuity is undermined by the differentiation in setback between the facades of the new townhomes and 

that of the historic building at 14 Mercer Street, further punctuating the unmodulated incorporation of the 

old into the new. 

And upon closer inspection, the new street-wall is further disrupted by subtle but significant 

changes in plane on the facade of each unit and between the facades of neighboring units.  For example, 

while each townhouse facade consists of three bays, the bay containing the front door is differentiated 

from the other two at the level of the third floor by the insertion of a recessed metal panel where one 

would expect to find a window.  Indeed, the panel is the same width as the windows in the other two 

bays, and it rests atop a cast stone sill identical to those of the windows.  The difference is that the panel is 

taller than the third-floor windows, extending above the neighboring window heads all the way to the top 

of the "middle" portion of the facade, and thereby creating a break in the continuity of the main plane of 

the facade every three bays.  These disruptions are also continued upward through the register of the "top" 

section of the intervention, where the abstracted cornice is broken every three bays by a metal railing 

resting on the recessed panel below.  These disruptions effectively subvert the appropriateness of massing 

that might otherwise have been achieved through a continuous street-wall. 

In addition, the divisions between the units have been emphasized by shallow vertical channels 

between facades that run along the lines of the party walls from the base all the way up to the bottom of 

the coping at the top wherever two townhomes meet.  As discussed in other case studies, such as the 

examination of the Elm Street townhomes, such changes in massing to articulate separation of units are 
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wholly out of character with historic, character-defining examples of attached townhouses in Over-the-

Rhine.  Indeed, within the application for this project's certificate of appropriateness, the applicant even 

states that "Each [unit] is separated by a vertical reveal that gives each home its distinct space."441  

Furthermore, the application emphasizes that the design "Removes all gutters and downspouts from the 

main facade"442 as if this were a mark of compatibility, when it is precisely the presence of downspouts in 

alignment with party walls that traditionally marks the division between OTR's attached historic 

townhouses -- not a channel in the massing of the facades. 

Finally, the tripartition of the facades into base, middle, and top must also be discussed more 

fully.  While each unit does have an articulated base, the division between base and middle is misplaced 

at the level of the second floor plate, when it should be at the level of the first floor plate if it is to be 

compatible with Over-the-Rhine's historic townhouses.  Indeed, treating the entire first floor as a "base" is 

appropriate only to OTR's mixed-use buildings with ground-floor storefronts or institutional buildings 

with rusticated ground levels.  Moreover, the distinction between base and top has here been effected by a 

change in brick color above the level of the first floor, while such changes in material are never employed 

to differentiate the ground floor from the upper floors on the facades of OTR's historic, character-defining 

townhouses.  In the original proposal, there would have been significant contrast between the two brick 

colors.443  In the realized version of the project, the difference between the two colors has been made 

more subtle.  However, the difference is still perceptible and still creates a division between base and 

middle that is inappropriate to the typology in OTR. 

The middle is generally appropriate in its massing with the exception of the two improper 

features already mentioned: the third-floor recessed panels that create ambiguity between middle and top 

in one bay on each unit, and the treatment of the first floor as a part of the base rather than the middle of 

                                                           
441 City Architecture and OTR Holdings, Inc., Application to the City of Cincinnati Historic Conservation Board for a Certificate of 
Appropriateness for 10-12 and 16-26 Mercer Street, submitted for the September 22, 2014 hearing of the Historic Conservation 
Board.   
442 Ibid. 
443 Ibid. 
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the facade.  While the windows in the middle will be discussed more thoroughly in the section regarding 

fenestration below, it should be noted here that some of the units have second-floor picture windows 

surrounded by bulky, protruding frames that give an inappropriate degree of unrefined relief to the 

facades.  The presence of second-floor corner windows in the two end-units also disturbs the appearance 

of strength and solidity that is found at the corners on the upper floors of OTR's historic, character-

defining buildings.  This condition is therefore not only an issue of fenestration but also an issue of 

massing. 

At the top, the townhouses are given a more context-sensitive treatment than the other new 

buildings in Mercer Commons.  Indeed, the masonry segments of the top portions were designed with 

attention to some of the basic characteristics of Over-the-Rhine's historic cornices and 

entablatures.  Rather than being a single piece, the tops in question are subdivided vertically into multiple 

parts, as defined by an alternation of four special brick courses capped by a thick cast stone coping 

(which, in turn, is capped by a metal drip edge.)  From the bottom up, the first and third of the special 

brick courses are stretcher rows that project slightly (and by an equal amount) from the face of the brick 

on the "middle" portion of the facade below.  Between these two courses is a soldier course that is 

coplanar with the brick of the middle portion.  And above the third course is another stretcher course (laid 

in a running bond with respect to the course below it), but one that is coplanar with the brick on the 

middle of the facade.  From the bottom up, the four special brick courses of the "top" element therefore 

alternate between projecting from the face of the "middle" and being coplanar with it.  This pattern is 

consistent, albeit in a more abstract and low-relief form, with that found on OTR's typical historic top 

elements.  Likewise, the combination of a thicker, stone-like coping with a drip-edge at the very top is at 

least abstractly reminiscent of the corona and cyma of a historic cornice, although a true cymatium 

molding would have been a far more appropriate choice than a metal drip edge.  (A more complete 

discussion of the elements of OTR's traditional cornices and entablatures is included in Chapter 4.)     
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However, the relative appropriateness of the top is largely spoiled by its periodic disruption every three 

bays, as already described above.  Likewise, the opposite form of extreme deviation from OTR’s 

character-defining “tops” appears where the coping on the top continues without any change in plane over 

the vertical channels between the facades of neighboring units.  If it were the goal to "[give] each home 

its own distinct space" with the vertical channelings, this idea should have been carried out fully through 

the continuation of the recess through the coping at the top, rather than having it terminate just below the 

top.  The failure to do so creates ambiguity, not clarity, regarding the division between units at the 

top.  Again, this entire set of inappropriate features could have been avoided if the separation between 

units had been articulated by scuppers and downspouts instead. 

While portions of the top elements do project in low relief over the primary street-wall plane 

established by the facades, the lack of a more pronounced projection is not only visually incompatible 

with the top elements seen on most of Over-the-Rhine's historic townhouses, but it is also renders the 

feature functionally incompatible with its historic counterparts, since the top here does relatively little to 

throw water away from the facades or to mitigate spring and summer insolation.                        

Materials: 

It is a credit to the appropriateness of the facades in question that they are clad almost entirely in brick -- 

and brick of a high quality that is consistent in shape, size, bond, and in the crispness of its edges and 

relative uniformity of color, notwithstanding the deliberate change in brick color between the first and 

second floors.  (It is not the patina that is essential to the character of Over-the-Rhine's historic brick, but 

the original quality.  For a more complete discussion of this issue, and why it is inappropriate to use brick 

with a faux patina for new construction in OTR, see the case study on the Pendleton Street Townhomes, 

in the section on case studies in the category of “Invention within a Style.”)  Nevertheless, brick has been 

used inappropriately in a number of locations on the facade.  It is carried in a running bond directly over 

the front doors, and in a soldier course directly over many window openings.  Such uses of brick would 

be tectonically impossible without the presence of a hidden structure, and are not compatible with the 

appropriate use brick in OTR's historic buildings according to the principles of load-bearing masonry 
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construction, wherein any brick over an opening in a wall must be arcuated.  Brick has also been misused 

for the sills of front doors, which should be of stone or cast stone in order to be compatible with their 

historic counterparts in OTR.  In addition, the laying of brick in a stacked bond to articulate the noted 

channelings between the facades of neighboring units is not appropriate, and the running bond of the 

brick facades should simply continue uninterrupted from one unit to another in order to be compatible 

with the handling of the same condition on OTR's historic street-walls.        

The use of cast stone for sill courses, individual window sills, and coping at the top is generally 

appropriate.  The material is reasonably compatible in color and texture with limestone accents on nearby 

historic buildings, and there are no excessively visible or misplaced joints where the material is laid in 

multiple pieces.  One inappropriate choice in the use of the cast stone is that the window sills appear to be 

slightly too thin relative to typical sills on Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.  Another inappropriate 

design choice is the omission of a proper wash in the profile of the cast-stone coping on the low garden 

walls surrounding the front courtyard of each unit.  In a very short period of time, the coping has already 

become badly stained with a dark residue because its flat top was not designed to shed water.         

Fenestration: 

The fenestration of the townhomes in question had potential to be substantially compatible with that of 

Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric.  The general pattern of fenestration is the organization of each unit into 

three bays, with one individual window centered in each bay, and openings vertically aligned from floor 

to floor in any given bay.  The lack of appropriateness in the design of the fenestration lies in the 

deviations from this pattern.  Among the most problematic breeches of the underlying pattern of 

fenestration is the placement of the noted blind recesses in lieu of windows at the level of the third floor 

in each bay that contains the front door of a unit.  This feature disrupts not only the continuity of material 

and massing across the facades, but also the requisite continuity of fenestration.  Moreover, the filling in 

with solid material of an opening that should contain a window resembles no typical element of 

fenestration on OTR's historic buildings except the boarded-up windows on structures that are still 



193 
 

vacant.  It should go without saying that this is neither an original feature nor one to be imitated in infill, 

if appropriateness is to be achieved. 

The remaining major points of inappropriateness concerning fenestration appear at the level of 

the second floor.  First, even the regular single windows are marked by incorrect proportions.  While 

typical windows of Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric buildings have an aspect ratio of at least 2:1, with 

many Italianate windows displaying visibly more slender proportions, the typical second-floor window 

openings on the facades in question are excessively attenuated for the character of the neighborhood, even 

by Italianate standards.  Accordingly, the openings have been filled by double hung windows set on top of 

jalousie or hopper windows that together resemble triple-hung windows -- a feature that is not found on 

the facades of OTR's historic fabric buildings. 

Furthermore, on the townhouse facades where there are not three typical windows spaced evenly 

across the second floor, either two or all three bays are instead occupied by a large picture 

window.  Where the picture windows occupy two bays, they are surrounded by the aforementioned bulky, 

projecting frames, which are clad in dark gray metal and rectangular in profile.  (Essentially, the frames 

are very large fillet moldings.)  While the framing projects from the wall in these cases, the windows 

themselves do not.  In these instances, the openings are also subdivided asymmetrically about their central 

vertical axes.  The total effect of these features is that the two-bay windows look like foreign objects 

lodged in traditional facades.   

In the case of the townhouse at 24 Mercer Street, there is a three-bay picture window that is 

subdivided symmetrically about its vertical central axis into three windows, and is not surrounded by the 

framing that appears around the two-bay windows.  While the symmetrical placement and subdivision of 

this picture window is more appropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine's fabric, picture windows of 

this sort are seen only on the upper floors of OTR's historic mixed-use and commercial buildings -- not on 

its single-family townhouses.  The feature is therefore inappropriate because it was drawn from 

precedents that were irrelevant to the project at hand. 
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The impropriety of the two corner windows has already been noted in the discussion of 

massing.  However, it should be added here that these windows are further inappropriate for the 

asymmetrical subdivision of their glazing, and the manner in which they disrupt the regularity of 

bays.            

Detail: 

In a few areas, the detailing on these townhouses approaches a more appropriate degree of 

refinement.  For instance, the jambs around the front doors include some delicate inflections of molding 

that resemble the treatment of jambs around Over-the-Rhine's historic residential front doors.  Likewise, 

while the canopies over the front entrances are not in character with the district (indeed, OTR's 

townhouses do not have canopies over their front doors), they do at least exhibit a scale of detailing that is 

more sympathetic to the district than, say, the featureless, chunk-like projecting balcony decks found on 

other infill projects. 

The detailing of the frames surrounding the second-floor picture windows, by contrast, is 

inappropriate to the neighborhood and is insufficient to counteract the excessive bulk of the masses.  Not 

only are the frames too thick and protuberant for the windows they surround, but they are also too 

monotonous relative to examples on OTR’s character-defining residences.  The only detailing at all is the 

cutting of narrow transverse sunken fillets at intervals around the entire frame of each picture 

window.  Such treatment is entirely incompatible with the more decorative treatments surrounding some 

of Over-the-Rhine's historic windows, which are not only more delicate in their scale, proportion, and 

detailing, but are also differentiated into parts that clearly belong to the top, bottom, or sides of the 

window opening.  By contrast, the detailing around the tops, bottoms, and sides of the picture windows in 

question is completely undifferentiated and interchangeable.       

 

Case Study 2: 127-129 West 15th Street 
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         Figure 506: 127-129 W. 15th Street, looking southwest.  (Photo by the author.) 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

 Year of Construction: 2019 

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board:  

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

 Project Background: Single-family residence with 3,825 square feet.  Built on a vacant lot of 

0.0385 acres purchased from 3CDC (OTR Holdings, Inc.) for $140,250 on 10/31/2018.  Project is 

Certified LEED Platinum and therefore qualifies the property for a 15-year Cincinnati residential 

property tax abatement.444 

                                                           
444 Hamilton County, OH Auditor 
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 Summary of context: This project occupies a site at the southwest corner of W. 15th St. and 

Osborne Alley.  It is just east of the intersection of W. 15th and Elm streets, and is close to the 

City Home project on the 1400-block of Pleasant Street -- the subject of another case study.  The 

immediate context of the project on W. 15th St. is dominated by historic Italianate buildings that 

generally range in height from three-and-a-half to four-and-a-half stories.  

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

The three-story height falls within the range of heights of nearby historic buildings. 

With respect to massing, the basic volume of the building is reasonable, as it is a rectangular 

prism with a flat roof.  However, the massing of the main facade is broken up in ways that have no analog 

in the contributing historic buildings of Over-the-Rhine.  Indeed, while OTR's historic buildings have a 

clearly defined base, middle, and top, the project in question has no articulated base whatsoever, and the 

brick of the main facade is simply carried all the way down to the sidewalk, rather than resting on a small 

water table, as is typical of the neighborhood's single-family homes.  In addition, the "top" is articulated 

in a manner that is not appropriate to the character of the neighborhood.  Rather than combining elements 

that are either coplanar with or projecting over the plane of the "middle" of the facade, the top element of 

this project is a single smooth plane that recedes by two to three inches from the primary face of the 

middle.  Moreover, the "top" is not clearly differentiated from the middle, because the same recessed 

plane continues downward onto the westernmost bay of the second and third floors on the main facade, 

wrapping from top to middle in the shape of a rotated "L."  Furthermore, while the middle portions of 

OTR's historic facades usually have openings set into continuous wall planes, the wall plane of the three 

easternmost bays of the main facade in question is also recessed between windows, creating a horizontal 

emphasis that undermines the traditional division of the facade into vertical bays.  In addition, at the level 

of the first floor, the westernmost bay of the main facade, which comprises the front entry door, is 

completely recessed by at least two or three feet, with no posts or lintels holding up the second and third 

stories of the bay above.  While the front doors of OTR's historic single-family homes are sometimes set 
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into a slight recess, there are no contributing historic examples in the neighborhood where the entire bay 

containing the front door is recessed at ground level, creating a cantilevered condition that leaves the 

upper stories of the same bay unsupported from below.  (In fact, this treatment would not be physically 

possible using OTR's traditional load-bearing masonry construction.)  The massing of this project could 

have been made markedly more appropriate to its context if the wall plane of the "middle" had been made 

uniform.   Finally, while all of the nearby groups of contiguous historic buildings are unified by coplanar 

main facades, the facade of the house in question is recessed from that of the historic neighbor to which it 

is attached, creating an unwonted break in the traditional street-wall. 

Materials: 

Brick is the primary exterior material for the residence at 127-129 W. 15th St., and while the proportions, 

texture, and running-bond pattern of the masonry are reasonably compatible with that of Over-the-Rhine's 

historic fabric, certain aspects of the material's application are not.  Many of these inappropriate 

applications of brick correspond directly to the inappropriate choices in massing listed above.  For 

instance, the inappropriate recessing of the facade wall on the westernmost bay and between windows on 

the three easternmost bays is compounded by the disruption of brick in these locations and its replacement 

with another material -- horizontal wood or wood-composite boards with a stained-wood finish in the 

latter case, and large panels of fiberboard or metal in the latter case.  While the disruption of brick in these 

locations and the resulting combination of materials is inappropriate to the neighborhood in itself, the 

specific choice of materials used instead of brick is also incompatible with the setting, since the facades of 

contributing historic buildings in OTR are never clad in wood planks with a natural stained look, or in 

fiberboard.  In addition, the application of brick on the facade in question is often contrary to the nature of 

masonry as a structural material, since brick is carried in a continuous running bond directly over window 

openings and over the recesses between windows in the facade.  Without hidden shelf angles, as noted in 

other case studies, the brick in these locations would fail.  Such applications of brick are not found among 

OTR's character-defining historic facades.   
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Fenestration: 

The fenestration of this intervention could have been made appropriate to the character of the 

neighborhood with a few adjustments.  As indicated in the discussion of massing, the main facade is four 

bays wide.  The three easternmost bays are consistent in their fenestration, with a single window centered 

in each bay at each floor level.  In this way, window openings are properly aligned from floor to floor.  In 

the three easternmost bays of the main facade, the proportions and spacing of window openings are 

generally appropriate to the neighborhood.  The openings have a vertical aspect ratio that is equal to or 

slightly greater than 2:1, and the space between them is neither too wide nor too narrow relative to the 

widths of the openings themselves, compared with OTR’s character-defining examples.  If the same 

treatment had been carried over into the fourth and westernmost bay (containing the front door at ground 

level), the fenestration of this project would have been far more appropriate than what was 

achieved.  However, the fourth bay is distinguished from the others by a markedly different treatment, 

involving not only the aforementioned differentiation in massing and materials, but also the use of much 

smaller window openings at the level of the second and third floors.  This disruption in the otherwise 

uniform size, scale, and rhythm of window openings subverts any sense that the fenestration of the 

intervention in question is substantially compatible with that of its historic neighbors. 

The windows themselves are of a design very similar to that of the windows on the Stannary 

building at 1514 Race Street.  For a discussion of this window type and why it is incompatible with the 

windows of Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric buildings, see the case study on the Stannary.  

Since this building is located at a corner, its (east) side facade is also publicly visible and must be 

considered as well.  Here, it should be noted that the ground-level of the facade is dominated by an 

opening that accommodates a two-car garage door.  (Indeed, most of the ground floor is consumed by the 

garage -- a treatment that in itself is atypical of Over-the-Rhine's historic residential buildings.)  While the 

side facade fronts an alley, this does not warrant treating a primary residence as if it were a carriage 

house.  These two types of structure are never conflated in OTR's historic residential building 

fabric.  Second, even where garage doors do appear on historic OTR buildings, they always occur in the 
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form of single openings.  At the very least, the two-car garage opening in question should have been 

divided into two one-car openings to maintain an appropriate vertical aspect ratio for all ground-floor 

openings.  In addition, at the level of the second and third floors, the openings of both floors have been 

made into continuous vertical strips -- the spandrels being recessed from the plane of the facade and faced 

in cement-board panels.  Unlike the main facade, where the portions of the facade between windows on 

the same floor are recessed to give the fenestration an excessively horizontal emphasis, the similar 

treatment of spandrels on the east facade has given the fenestration an excessively vertical quality relative 

to the character of the neighborhood.  In this way, the project's two public facades are not even 

compatible with each other, let alone with the contributing buildings on the block, in terms of their 

fenestration.  Such inconsistency from one facade to another is incompatible with the traditional design of 

OTR's historic corner buildings.     

Detail: 

As with other buildings in the Abstract Reference and Intentional Opposition categories, this project 

exhibits a general paucity of detail as such.  Features that would have been fully and carefully designed 

on Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings, such as the "top" elements, have here been reduced to flat 

planes.  For further discussion of buildings with similar deficiencies in the appropriateness of detailing, 

see the case studies concerning Mercer Commons; the Stannary; or the residence at 1506 Race Street. 
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Case Study 3: Ensemble Theatre Addition, 1127 Vine Street 

Figure 507: Ensemble Theatre addition, looking west.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above) 

 Project Address: 1127 Vine Street 

 Year of Construction: 2016-2017 

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board:  

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

 Project Background: Occupying a single parcel, this addition to the Ensemble Theatre fills in a 

previously vacant lot between historic buildings.  It adds to the space of the theater occupying the 

two historic buildings to the north.  The addition was part of a $5.1 million renovation that 

involved the creation of a larger lobby space, an enlarged box office, a lounge for patrons, and an 

ADA-compliant elevator within the new structure.  Improvements to the existing two historic 

buildings were completed as a part of the same project.  The Ensemble Theatre has hosted live 

performances in Over-the-Rhine since 1985.445   

   

 Summary of context: The new building is inserted into a series of otherwise intact historic fabric 

buildings along the west side of the 1100-block of Vine Street, just north of the intersection of 

Vine Street and E. Central Parkway, which marks one of the major points of transition from the 

Central Business District to Over-the-Rhine.  The new building stands mid-block, with four 

historic buildings to its north, and four historic buildings to its south.  The two nearest historic 

buildings to the north are also part of the Ensemble Theatre, which therefore comprises two 

historic buildings and one new building on three contiguous parcels.  The historic buildings along 

the west side of the block range in height from two to five stories.  Most of these buildings are 

Italianate, but there is some variation in the style of historic buildings along the block.  The 

northernmost building in the Ensemble Theatre complex, for instance, has a classical revival 

                                                           
445 Eric Caproni, “Tour Ensemble Theatre Cincinnati’s $5.1M Renovation,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Dec. 20, 2017, accessed 
Jan. 4, 2021, Tour Ensemble Theatre Cincinnati’s $5.1M renovation: PHOTOS (Video) - Cincinnati Business Courier 
(bizjournals.com).    
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facade subdivided into three bays by a Corinthian portico.  Meanwhile, the east side of the 1100-

block of Vine Street, across the street from the project in question, is occupied entirely by the 

Gateway I project completed by 3CDC in 2005 -- the subject of another case study below.  

 

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

Given the constraints of the single-parcel midblock site for this design, the building turned out to be 

compatible with its neighbors in height and in the aspect ratio of its main facade.  This is an inevitable 

result of lot size combined with the applicable zoning restrictions. 

As for massing, the building deviates from many of the norms established by Over-the-Rhine's 

contributing historic fabric.  Although the facade of the new structure does have a clearly defined base, 

middle, and top, the manner in which these elements are treated is not consistent with the specific patterns 

of vertical tripartition associated with OTR’s contributing buildings.  Indeed, while OTR's historic 

facades have a strong middle element that clearly supports the top, the middle of the new Ensemble 

Theater facade is treated subtractively, appearing as a recess in the face of the building and in the 

otherwise continuous street-wall formed by historic buildings on the block.  The "top" is a heavy and 

volumetrically simple mass that is much larger in proportion to base and middle compared to the cornices 

of typical historic OTR buildings.  Unlike the subjacent "middle" portion of the facade, the "top" is 

coplanar with the street-wall established by the adjacent historic buildings.  It also extends downward into 

the register of the "middle" in two chunk-like prongs that serve as featureless, geometric capitals atop 

undersized and filamentous posts that act as columns and are detached from and stand in front of the 

recessed "middle" plane of the facade.  These "columns" (and the noted "capitals") are located only along 

the vertical lines that separate the center bay of the facade from the outer two outer bays, and they have 

no counterpart at the outer vertical edges of the facade.  Where the new building meets the two 

neighboring facades, the "top" is simply cantilevered over the sidewalk and has nothing beneath it.  As a 

result, the "top" mass appears largely unsupported and precarious.  In fact, the "top" appears to be 
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supported in part by the two neighboring buildings, and while OTR's historic fabric buildings are knitted 

together through shared party walls, there are no examples among them where the cornice of one facade 

appears to depend for support on the buildings next door.  In John Ruskin's terms, the relationship of top 

to middle mass on the building in question could be described as a case of "weight on lightness,"446 but 

the manner in which it is achieved here is far more exaggerated, idiosyncratic, and lacking in refinement 

of detail than in the examples that Ruskin gives, such as the Ducal Palace in Venice.  While "weight on 

lightness" can be found to characterize the massing of many traditional facades (including, much closer to 

OTR, the Cincinnati Gas-Light and Coke Co. Building (1872) by Charles McLaughlin), it is always 

achieved, in these cases, through a careful and delicate balancing of masses that is not found in the given 

facade.  The massing on the façade in question is incongruous with the contributing buildings in OTR, 

and even applied to one facade, it compromises the characteristic continuity and sense of place along the 

entire side of the block.       

Materials: 

As in other infill projects, such as Mercer Commons, the materials of the facade of the Ensemble Theatre 

addition are cast stone at the bottom and large expanses of glass with aluminum framing in the 

middle.  The faults of using such materials in this way have already been explored at length in the 

foregoing case studies and need not be repeated here.  As in the case of Mercer Commons, the facade is 

also partly clad in a grid of flat metal panels that would be appropriate to a subdivision of Lustron houses 

but not to OTR, and, in this case, the panels are applied to the "top."  The effect of these materials is to 

render the building further incompatible with the brick and limestone historic fabric of OTR.  

Fenestration: 

Similar to some of the Modernist interventions analyzed in other case studies above, the fenestration is 

incompatible with that of OTR's contributing historic fabric in many respects.  The entire "middle" 

portion of the building's vertical register is occupied by large sheets of glass framed with thin 

                                                           
446 John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, 1853.  (Reprint, Cambridge, Mass.: Da Capo Press, 2003), 92.  
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metal.  Indeed, while the glazing is divided up by mullions, each individual sheet is larger than an entire 

double-hung window on a typical OTR facade, precluding any cohesiveness of scale between the 

fenestration of the Ensemble Theatre addition and that of its historic context.  (This includes comparison 

with typical double-hung windows found on OTR’s public buildings, such as Music Hall.)  While the 

pattern of glazing is symmetrical about the central vertical axis of the facade, the entire facade below the 

metal-clad mass at the top is essentially a giant void.  There is a metal-clad beam that separates the base 

from the middle portion of the elevation -- an abstracted version of the architraves that separate 

shopfronts from upper floors on OTR's historic buildings.  However, this is the only disruption in 

otherwise continuous fenestration over the area described.  While the historic building to the immediate 

south of the Ensemble Theatre addition does have a greater ratio of void-to-solid/window-to-wall than 

most historic buildings in OTR, such anomalies should not necessarily be used to justify infill that 

deviates significantly from the neighborhood’s prevailing character, and it should be noted that the 

Ensemble Theatre addition still has a much higher ratio of void-to-solid than the building next door. 

Details: 

The absence of detail at the top of this building is especially inimical to its compatibility with OTR's 

neighborhood character.  The mass at the top is taller than the combined cornice and parapet height of any 

nearby historic building, and the only way to make such a large mass appropriate to the block would be to 

break it up into smaller parts with architectural detail.  Given that no such detail exists, apart from two 

horizontal fillet moldings -- one of which is significantly out of scale with any molding bands on nearby 

historic buildings and actually overlaps and encroaches on the buildings next door -- lack of detail 

combines with inappropriate massing to make the top of the building wholly incompatible with its 

neighbors.   

As for the middle, it is impossible to comment on the detailing of the walls, since there is no solid 

opaque wall at all.  As for the glazing, the absence of detailing is similar to that observed in other case 

studies of Modernist interventions above.  Whereas the glazing of OTR's historic upper level facades is 

typically set within wood window assemblies with clearly articulated sash, jambs, and brickmolds, the 
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glazing of the Ensemble Theatre facade is basically set within simple metal frames, as found on 

contemporary strip mall storefronts.       

 

Case Study 4: 1506 Race Street Residence 

 

Figure 508: 1506 Race Street, looking east.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

 Year of Construction: 2016 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

 North or South of Liberty Street: South 

 Project Background: The project is a single-family residence on a previously vacant lot on the 

east side of the 1500-block of Race Street.  The site is a 30'X90' parcel of 0.062 acres, purchased 

by the original owner of the new residence from 3CDC (OTR Holdings, Inc.) for $125,000 in 

December 2015.447  

 Summary of context: The east side of the 1500-block of Race Street includes a combination of 

historic buildings and vacant parcels that are being filled in with new construction.  Most historic 

buildings range in height from two-and-a-half to four-and-a-half stories and are Italianate or 

vernacular Greek Revival, with one two-bay single-family residence.  Three parcels to the north 

is the Stannary building at 1514 Race Street -- the subject of a case study in the Abstract 

Reference category.  Farther north on the same side of the block is the Prince of Peace Lutheran 

Church, built circa 1890 -- a Gothic Revival community building seamlessly integrated into the 

fabric of private structures.  The west side of the block retains numerous historic mixed-use 

Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival mixed-use buildings ranging in height from three-and-a-

half to four-and-a-half stories.  However, the south side of the block is dominated by 3CDC's 

multi-parcel mixed-use infill project known as Rennen Flats. 

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

With three stories, the height of this building lies within the range of appropriate heights for the block and 

the neighborhood.  The height is also continuous across the entire width of the building's main facade, 

which is also consistent with OTR's historic fabric.  In addition, the floor-to-floor height of each level is 

                                                           
447 Based on public data available through Hamilton County, Ohio GIS and the Hamilton County, Ohio Auditor's property records. 
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reasonably compatible with floor-to-floor heights of neighboring historic buildings, though the second 

floor is a bit short and squat relative to its counterparts on some of those buildings. 

The overall massing is compatible with the fabric and the urban form of the block.  The volume 

of the building is essentially a rectangular prism, and there are no advancing volumes or major receding 

planes to disrupt the planar continuity of the main facade across its width.  The building can be said to 

have an articulated base, middle, and top, and massing plays a role in establishing this 

tripartition.  However, the ratio of base to middle is too great, while the ratio of top to middle is too small 

relative to standard proportions among the three parts of historic OTR facades.  In the case of this 

building, the articulated base is simply the plinth or water table below the first floor, rather than the entire 

first floor, as the ground floor is occupied by a residential rather than a commercial use.  While this 

treatment is consistent with historic OTR fabric buildings that have ground floor residential uses (whether 

the buildings are single-family or multi-family), the water table or plinth in those historic examples comes 

up to the level of the first floor plate -- never all the way up to the sills of the first floor windows, as 

occurs on the infill building in question.  The cause of this condition in the infill building is that the 

ground floor unit has floor-to-ceiling windows, such that the level of the floor plate and the level of the 

window sills are one and the same – a feature that does not appear on OTR’s contributing single-family 

residences.  In addition, the ground floor has been set too high above the sidewalk relative to its 

counterparts in historic OTR buildings with ground floor residences.  Indeed, whereas the ground floors 

of OTR’s contributing residential buildings are typically set above the sidewalk by one to four steps, the 

ground floor of 1506 Race Street is set six steps above the sidewalk, creating a noticeable difference in 

the massing of its base relative to that of nearby historic buildings with residential ground floors.  As 

noted in Chapter 4, this condition occurs in some very specific areas of OTR, such as Elm Street near 

Washington Park.  However, the feature is not appropriate to the immediate context of the 1500-block of 

Race Street. 
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As for the upper terminus of the new building, the simplicity and lack of projection over the 

middle of the "top" also prevents a sense of compatibility with the massing of cornices on the facades of 

OTR's historic fabric.       

Materials: 

The main (i.e., "middle") portion of the building's facade is clad in modular panels.  The panels 

are large, smooth, slightly lustrous in their finish, and held in place by screws or bolts whose heads 

remain exposed on the face of the building, resembling rivets on the hull of a ship.  As discussed in the 

case study on Mercer Commons, such material is incompatible with the historic fabric of OTR.  The color 

of this material is gray, and the reasons for the inappropriateness of this choice are explained in greater 

detail in the case study on the Stannary.  A far more appropriate choice for the material on the "middle" of 

this facade would have been standard brick of high quality with a red-orange or orange-red color. 

On the water table (i.e., the "base"), the exterior material is either a veneer of cast stone or 

limestone panels.  Either way, the material makes an allusion to the limestone base courses and bulkheads 

seen on OTR's historic buildings.  While the color and texture is generally appropriate, the shape and 

orientation of the pieces is not.  Indeed, the panels of masonry are laid with a primarily vertical 

orientation such that they have the appearance of blocks of limestone standing on end -- a sort of soldier 

course writ large.  But limestone blocks are virtually always cut with their longest dimension parallel to 

the grain, and when used in load-bearing masonry construction, they are always laid with their grain 

parallel to the ground plane and perpendicular to the vertical loads that they carry.  It is only when used in 

this way that the full compressive strength of limestone is employed.  When limestone blocks are laid 

vertically (as is suggested on the water table of 1506 Race), they are weak in compression.  The 

orientation and jointing of the material on the base of this infill building thus betrays the fact that the 

stone or cast stone is a mere surface treatment with no structural function.  This application of stone or 

imitation stone to the base of a building is contrary to the nature of the material itself and therefore 

incompatible with the way in which stone is used in historic buildings in OTR.  The original builders of 

OTR understood the properties of stone and used it in a manner consistent with its nature.     
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Finally, metal is used in various applications on the main facade of 1506 Race Street.  It is used 

for the simple coping that forms the diminutive "top" element of the building, and it is used as the framing 

material for all of the windows and doors.  It is also used in the railings set within the reveals of the 

second floor windows, both for the outer frames and the horizontal guy wires that take the place of 

traditional balusters.  With the exception of the guy wires, the metal is coated in a dark gray finish that 

softens its appearance and reduces its contrast with the traditional use of wood for many of the same 

features on OTR's historic buildings, such as windows and cornices.  Nevertheless, the difference in 

material is still detectable on the basis of luster and texture.  As for the use of metal on the noted railings 

in front of the second floor windows, the material is inappropriate by default because the feature itself has 

no analog among OTR’s contributing facades.  Virtually no historic OTR buildings have balconies on 

their main facades (whether functional or non-functional), and in the rare instances where there are non-

functional balconies, as on the facade of the Kirby Building (1885) at 1321-1325 Vine Street, the primary 

material is limestone.  Admittedly, metal fire escapes are a character-defining feature of many historic 

facades in OTR, but fire escapes should not be conflated with balconies.  At best, the railings on the 

facade of 1506 Race St. serve to contain Juliet balconies (on this subject, more in the section on 

fenestration) -- a feature not found in any form on any of OTR's historic facades.  Such use of metal is 

therefore incompatible with the character of the district.    

Fenestration: 

In many respects, the features that render the fenestration of 1506 Race St. inappropriate to OTR are the 

same as those noted in the foregoing case studies of other Modernist interventions.  In brief, these features 

include the excessive width of window openings relative to their height; the excessive height of window 

openings relative to floor-to-floor height; the subdivision of windows into vaguely Mondrianesque 

configurations of panes that are not symmetrical about the vertical centerlines of window openings; the 

presence of doors and balcony railings on the upper floors; the disproportionate ratio of window-to-

wall/void-to-solid resulting in an inappropriate degree of transparency; the inconsistent widths of 
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openings across each floor of the facade; the use of fixed-pane and casement windows rather than double-

hung windows; and the total omission of articulated sills and lintels. 

In addition to the above, two further aspects of the fenestration create additional contrast between 

the facade of 1506 Race St. and the historic fabric of OTR.   

The first is the lack of vertical alignment of openings from floor to floor.  While it is true that 

ground floor openings are not always perfectly centered under upper floor openings on OTR's historic 

facades, the openings on the floors above the ground floor are always vertically aligned with each other 

(if the facade has more than two floors), and any misalignment between ground floor and upper floor 

openings is a product of necessities imposed by site or program, and an effort has always been made to 

minimize the misalignment as much as possible.  Such misalignments were never created gratuitously on 

OTR's historic facades.  By contrast, 1506 Race exhibits a deliberate lack of vertical alignment among the 

openings of the upper two floors, as well as a conspicuous lack of alignment between the first- and 

second-floor fenestration where circumstances did not demand it.  Whereas the character of OTR calls for 

regularity of fenestration, and misalignments are exceptions to the rule, such exceptions have been used 

as "precedent" and amplified in the case of 1506 Race Street.  In this way, the fenestration of the facade 

exemplifies LeCorbusier's principle of the "free facade."448  However, the "free facade" presupposes a 

structural system in which the facade serves no structural purpose and is merely a skin for the 

building.  By contrast, the building at 1506 Race Street employs conventional lightweight wood 

framing,449 and the walls very much serve a structural purpose, carrying loads other than their own self 

weight.  While it is clearly possible to penetrate such facades with arbitrary, misaligned apertures, by far 

the most rational and stable choice for this construction type is a facade in which solid is aligned over 

solid and void is aligned over void.  Accordingly, the treatment of fenestration on the facade in question is 

incompatible not only with OTR's historic character but also with basic tenets of structural logic and with 

                                                           
448 Werner Oechslin and Wilfried Wang, “Les Cinq Points d’une Architecture Nouvelle,” Assemblage, no. 4 (1987): 83–93, p. 85. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3171037.   
449 Google Street-view showing building under construction 
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the essence of LeCorbusier's "free facade" principle.  To this criticism, one might object that the 

misalignments associated with the "free facade" are also found in many historic buildings -- especially in 

medieval secular architecture of western Europe, where window and door openings often have a very 

relaxed relationship to each other from one floor to the next.  There are two rebuttals to this 

objection.  First, the openings in such buildings are so small relative to the mass and thickness of the 

walls they penetrate that their lack of alignment has relatively little impact on the monolithic strength of 

the load-bearing masonry that surrounds them.  Second, not all historic architecture is automatically an 

appropriate precedent for infill in a given historic district, and medieval architecture is certainly not an 

appropriate template for mixed-use or residential infill in OTR.  One would hope that these points were so 

obvious that they did not need stating, but much of the infill in Over-the-Rhine suggests otherwise. 

The second unique point of incompatibility of this building's fenestration scheme is the 

aforementioned installment of railings in the reveals of second-floor windows, forming modernized Juliet 

Balconies, of sorts.  Indeed, while the Juliet Balcony plays a very important role in the street culture of 

many places, such as the cities of Italy and France, it is not commensurate with the culture or aesthetic 

character of Over-the-Rhine.  Furthermore, unlike the traditional Juliet Balconies found in other settings, 

which are scarcely wider than the doors that open onto them, the railings on the facade of 1506 Race 

Street are at least twice as wide as the associated door, meaning that one half of the opening covered by 

each railing is completely inaccessible from the inside -- especially given that the balcony has no depth 

and is essentially two-dimensional.  Not only does this design produce a useless gap between window and 

railing, but it also creates a crevice for the collection of dust and debris that (along with most of the 

windows) cannot be cleaned without a ladder or scaffolding.  Accordingly, apart from occasionally 

allowing an occupant of the second floor to open a door and look out at the street, these so-called 

balconies serve no purpose.   

Detail: 

As with the other Modernist inventions analyzed in the previous case studies, the building at 1506 Race 

St. exhibits a lack of detail on almost every feature where refinement of detail is found on OTR's historic 
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facades.  Here, the feature most conspicuously lacking detail is the "top," which, as noted above, has been 

reduced to a mere metal coping with a fillet profile.  In this case, the traditional cornice of OTR's historic 

Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival buildings has been abstracted into oblivion.  Thus, there is no 

sub-tripartition of the top element into its own base, middle, and top by means of moldings that punctuate 

joints between parts.  As a consequence, not only is the building missing an appropriate vertical terminus, 

but it also lacks the water-shedding and sun-shielding benefits of a true cornice.  

 

Case Study 5: Gateway I Condos, 1150 Vine Street 

 

Figure 509: Gateway I building, looking northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central 

 North or South of Liberty Street: South 



213 
 

 Project Address: 1150 Vine Street (previously 1120-1180 Vine Street) 

 Year of Construction: 2005 

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

 Project Background: $7.3 M project cost, 26 condos, 7,712 SF of commercial space, and six-level 

parking garage (including underground and rooftop levels).  The intervention was intended to 

catalyze development in a blighted portion of Over-the-Rhine during the first decade of the 2000s 

while providing more parking for employees of the Kroger Company and other downtown 

users.450 

 Summary of context: This intervention occupies the entire east side of the 1100-block of Vine 

Street, and stands at a prominent gateway into Over-the-Rhine from the Central Business District, 

as its name suggests.  For a more complete description of the west side of the 1100-block of Vine 

Street, see the corresponding section in the above case study on the addition to the Ensemble 

Theatre.  The Gateway I project also has a presence along E. Central Parkway at its south end, 

which faces the Kroger corporate headquarters, located at the southeast corner of Vine and 

Central.  While only the residential and retail component of the Gateway I project is analyzed in 

this case study, the building in question was constructed in conjunction with a parking garage 

comprising four enclosed above-ground levels and a fifth, rooftop, level.  Known as the "Gateway 

Garage," this large structure occupies the remaining portion of the block bounded by E. Central 

Parkway to the south, Vine Street to the west, E. 12th Street to the north, and Jackson street to the 

east.  The mixed-use building in question is attached to the Gateway Garage along its west 

side.  The site was previously a surface parking lot. 

 

 

                                                           
450 Lucy May, “Gateway Quarter project making mark on Vine Street,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Jun. 18, 2007, accessed Jan. 4, 
2021, Gateway Quarter project making mark on Vine St. - Cincinnati Business Courier (bizjournals.com).   
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 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing:  

The portion of this project that directly fronts Vine Street ranges from three to four stories in height, while 

the glass tower facing Central Parkway is approximately six stories tall.  Although the three-to-four story 

portion of the project is generally compatible with heights of nearby buildings, the noted tower is still 

visible from various points along Vine Street and appears inappropriately tall for the block. 

The massing of the building is unequivocally inappropriate to the character of the 

neighborhood.  In terms of the overall volume of the building, this incompatibility of massing is most 

salient at its southwest corner (i.e., at the northeast corner of Central Parkway and Vine Street), where the 

building has been notched in to create a square plaza at the street corner.  This treatment stands in stark 

contrast to a hallmark of OTR's urban form, namely, the placement of positive building masses at street 

corners above the ground level.   

Along its west (Vine Street) facade, the building is broken into masses that alternate in height 

between three and four stories, with the shorter portions set back slightly further from the street than the 

taller portions, creating an inconsistent edge along the sidewalk that does not match the typically uniform 

setback among the historic buildings that line OTR's blocks.  The lack of an appropriately consistent 

street-wall along Vine Street is compounded by the sheer length of the Gateway I project's west facade, 

which spans the entire east side of the 1100 block of Vine Street. 

As in the case of the Mercer Commons building farther north on Vine Street, the variation of 

height along the west facade of Gateway I is a repetitive alternation between short and tall.  While the 

shorter masses are narrower, the taller masses are far too wide to be compatible with the relatively vertical 

aspect ratios of typical OTR fabric building facades.  The taller masses are rendered further incompatible 

with OTR's fabric by the presence of wide loggias, which are inappropriate not only because they 

interrupt the continuous solidity of the facades but also because they create an exaggerated horizontal 

emphasis that is unwonted for OTR.  This emphasis on horizontality is further reinforced by the 

subtractive treatment of the surfaces of the taller and wider segments, where the mass of the building 
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envelope is occasionally cut back from the main plane of the facade by about two feet at ground level, 

such that the upper floors are cantilevered slightly over the recessed plane in garrison fashion.  These 

areas of recessed ground-floor facade have a strong horizontality and wrap around corners wherever 

possible -- further eroding the building's compatibility with the characteristic verticality and strong 

corners of OTR's historic fabric.   

The subtractive massing of the ground floor of Gateway I also prevents it from having the strong 

and visually stable base that historic OTR buildings achieve by having their ground floor facades coplanar 

with the facades of their upper stories.  Below these horizontal cutouts are ledge-like protrusions that rest 

on the sidewalk and are coplanar with the faces of the upper stories, but this feature scarcely serves to 

counteract the weakness of the base produced by the noted subtraction, since there is no intervening 

vertical element that allows the cantilevered upper floors to bear on the ledges below the cutout.  And just 

as the massing of the base is incompatible with that of OTR's historic buildings, so is the massing of the 

"top," which is essentially undifferentiated from that of the middle except for the attachment of a deep but 

thin brise-soleil with a simple rectangular profile that juts out abruptly without the gradual and 

sophisticated outward tapering of massing from the main facade that occurs in OTR's historic cornices.    

The narrower and shorter masses of the building along Vine Street also have their solidity 

disrupted along Vine Street by relatively narrow loggias on the second and third floors.  The verticality of 

these subtractions is exacerbated by the extension of thin and narrow vertical strips of facade wall from 

above and below the openings, dividing the void in the facade for each loggia into two tall, narrow 

openings of unequal width.  As has been stated in the case study of Mercer Commons, loggias are 

nowhere to be found on the facades of OTR's contributing historic buildings.  In this case, the off-center 

placement of loggias and their further, arbitrary division into smaller openings (at the expense of 

continuous views for the residents who use them) are also at odds with the tendency toward bilateral 

symmetry in the massing of OTR's historic facades.     

Materials: 
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While the Gateway I project is inappropriate to its context in almost every aspect, it is through its 

materials that the building stands in greatest contrast to its historic setting.  Much of the facade is clad in 

fiber cement panels applied in a grid pattern, and while this material's aesthetic inappropriateness to Over-

the-Rhine has already been demonstrated in several of the foregoing case studies, this project presents a 

good opportunity to discuss another characteristic that should disqualify this material from any future use 

in OTR, to wit: its profound lack of longevity.  Indeed, while the building in question was constructed in 

2005, its exterior is already exhibiting signs of significant deterioration in 2020.  On every surface of 

Gateway I where fiber cement board has been applied, the material is now eroded or blistering around its 

edges -- especially where it surrounds windows, doorways, and loggias.  In many instances where the 

edges of this material have been damaged by the elements, the semi-lustrous surface finish of the material 

has started to peel away from the substrate and now hangs loose around the edges of the panels.  Many of 

the individual panels are already visibly warped or bulging -- disfigured by fluctuations in temperature 

and humidity that they were never equipped to handle.  While nearby historic buildings retain the 

appearance of strength and permanence after more than a century of wear and tear, the surface materials 

on the Gatway I Condos, after approximately fifteen years, appear to be disintegrating.  As a result, while 

the Gateway I building was intended to improve a disinvested block of Vine Street, it has quickly become 

the building most in need of exterior repairs on that block.  The lack of durability evident in Gateway I's 

fiber cement board is deleteriously incompatible with the time-tested materials of OTR's character-

defining historic fabric.  As the first infill project in OTR to be faced in fiber cement panels, Gateway I 

stands as a cautionary tale and a potential indicator of how subsequent projects such as Mercer Commons 

will age.   

While the facades of the Gateway I project are also partly clad in brick, the manner in which this 

material is used is both inappropriate to the context and tectonically illogical.  Indeed, it is primarily on 

the cantilevered upper facades that brick is used, performing no structural function and resting 

ponderously on thin shelf angles that are prone to rust and buckle over time beneath the considerable 

weight of masonry that has been used as a surface treatment.    As has been shown in other case studies 
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above, such application of brick is completely incompatible with the traditional load-bearing brick that 

forms the facades of OTR's historic buildings.  Furthermore, each portion of the facade clad in brick 

veneer is divided into two sections by a conspicuous vertical expansion joint, with slightly different 

colors of red brick on either side of the joint.  The difference in the color of the two brick selections is 

subtle, and there is no apparent justification for making them different.  If this differentiation is intended 

to mirror the small difference in color that sometimes occurs between two adjacent historic buildings in 

OTR, it does not succeed, for the effect is simply that of one large building whose own materials are not 

coordinated.  

Finally, another inappropriate use of material is found in the visibly exposed unfinished wood 

joists below the loggia floors.  OTR's historic buildings never offer a view of naked structural lumber to 

those looking upward at their main facades from the ground.  Such use of wood is likewise inappropriate 

to infill in OTR.             

Fenestration: 

The fenestration of this building fails to achieve compatibility with the fenestration of its historic 

neighbors in many of the ways discussed within the case studies of Mercer Commons and 1506 Race 

Street.  To these may be added several critiques that are more unique to the Gateway I project. 

First, where the massing of the ground floor is treated subtractively, the horizontal massing of the 

recessed surface is accentuated by the arrangement of windows in horizontal bands that defy the standard 

pattern of windows with vertical aspect ratios separated by segments of wall with vertical aspect ratios on 

contributing historic OTR facades. 

Second, while many of the "Modern" infill projects exhibit an excessive proportion of window-

to-wall/void-to-solid on their main facades, the case of the Gateway I project is more complex.  While the 

narrower, three-story segments of the main facade do exhibit areas with too much glass and not enough 

solid wall relative to OTR's historic facades, the wider, four-story segments of the facade display the 

opposite extreme, with excessive expanses of unbroken brick veneer and a disproportionately small 
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amount of glazing.  The resulting lack of a consistent window-to-wall ratio is itself another mark of 

incompatibility with OTR's historic fabric. 

Third, while the ground floor includes windows that have transom windows above them, the 

treatment of the space between window and transom window is entirely out of character with 

OTR.  Indeed, while the ground floor windows of OTR's buildings often do have taller windows 

surmounted by transom windows, the transom bar is always metal or wood, and it is a relatively fine and 

thin element.  By contrast, the "transoms" on the facade of Gateway I are as the same height as the 

transom windows above them, and they are clad in the same fiber cement panels that cover the rest of 

these portions of the facade, albeit painted a chalky gray instead of white.  The same treatment is used in 

the vertical spaces between windows that are close to each other, creating the inappropriate effect of 

paired windows separated by a mullions that are almost as wide as the windows themselves, and 

completely coplanar with them. 

Detail: 

There is little to say of the detail on this building that has not already been said of the detailing of other 

Modernist infill projects above. 
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Case Study 6: School for the Creative and Performing Arts (SCPA) 

Figure 510: School for the Creative and Performing Arts, north facade.  (Photo by the author.) 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

 Project Address 

 Year of Construction 

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

 Project Background: The SCPA building was erected as a new home for the school formerly 

located in the historic Woodward High School building (1908-1910) in the Pendleton subarea of 

Over-the-Rhine, which fronts Ziegler Park.  The primary rationale for the relocation was that the 

school had outgrown the Woodward building and needed a larger, state-of-the-art facility for its 
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various curricular tracks in the arts.  (The former Woodward High School building has since been 

converted into condominiums, known as the Alumni Lofts.)  It has also been theorized that the 

location of this project was selected, in part, to displace various neighborhood services from the 

Washington Park subarea of OTR, and thus reduce the concentration of poverty and homelessness 

in an area targeted for revitalization (see Skirtz, chapters 12 and 13).  Among the institutions 

displaced by the construction of the new SCPA building was the Drop-Inn Center, founded by 

buddy gray, which was located in a historic building on the block now occupied by the 

School.  All told, the SCPA project entailed the demolition of seven contributing historic 

buildings in OTR. 451 

 Summary of context 

The SCPA occupies a privileged position along W. 12th St., lining the entire southern edge of 

Washington Park.  Consuming an entire block, the school also has east and west facades along 

Race and Elm streets, respectively, with its south facade fronting Central Parkway -- the southern 

boundary of Over-the-Rhine.  Among its distinguished architectural neighbors are Cincinnati 

Music Hall, the Hamilton County Memorial Building, and the former St. John's Unitarian Church, 

along with many nineteenth century row houses and apartment buildings.    

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Cincinnati has a rich tradition of academic architecture, and the city contains many school buildings 

that would repay close study if the aim were to design a new school that would coexist appropriately with 

some of Over-the-Rhine's finest landmarks.  Such precedents do not appear to have played a significant 

role in the design of the new SCPA building. 

Height: 

On the portion of the SCPA that is closest to Washington Park, the height of the school is within the range 

of reasonable heights established by the historic public buildings that surround Washington 

                                                           
451 Tanya Bricking Leach, “Performing arts school making history in OTR,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Apr. 28, 2008, accessed Jan. 
4, 2021, Performing arts school making history in OTR - Cincinnati Business Courier (bizjournals.com).   
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Park.  However, another section of the school that is set farther back from W. 12 Street but still visible 

from Washington Park exceeds the height of Music Hall and other public buildings along Elm Street. 

Massing: 

As noted above, the school occupies an entire urban block.  Its massing differs significantly between the 

north half of the block, overlooking Washington Park, and the south half of the block, overlooking 

Central Parkway.  Each half will duly be treated in turn. 

As for the north portion of the block, its west half is primarily occupied by a four-story wing that 

has the simple massing of a rectangular prism.  A smaller two-story mass, also a rectangular prism, is 

attached to the west side of this larger mass and faces Elm Street.  The east half of the north portion of the 

block is a fenced-in surface parking lot. 

On the south portion of the block, the eastern half presents a planar facade to the north, forming a 

right angle with the east facade of the main mass on the north half around the noted surface parking 

lot.  On its north side, this mass is five stories tall, with a two story portion that juts out northward from 

the upper three stories, creating a terrace that is accessible from the third floor.  Along the south side of 

the south half of the block, the massing is largely extruded upward from a curvilinear footprint along 

Central Parkway, creating a south facade with multiple curves and countercurves, interrupted at some 

points by stretches of planar facade.  While this fluid and sculptural treatment of the south facade may be 

deemed unproblematic because it is at the edge of Over-the-Rhine and does not face Washington Park, it 

should be noted that it still lies within the OTR historic district and also marks the gateway into OTR via 

Walnut and Race streets.  Accordingly, the incompatible massing of the south half of the building still has 

important consequences for the character of OTR.      

Materials: 

The primary material on the exterior of SCPA that may be deemed compatible with Over-the-Rhine is the 

orange-burnt umber brick that covers large portions of its north, east, and south facades.  The size, color, 

and texture of this brick does fit the context of the neighborhood reasonably well.  However, the manner 

in which the brick is applied to the facades is largely inappropriate.  Indeed, while most brick buildings in 
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Over-the-Rhine do not mix and match different forms of masonry -- other than combining limestone 

accents with brick walls -- the brick on the facades of the SCPA is one of numerous hard-surface cladding 

materials applied in patches to different parts of the exterior.  Thus, on the portion of the north facade 

closest to Washington Park, for instance, the brick is interrupted at random by rectangular areas faced in 

concrete block, ceramic tile (of various bold colors), and panels of stainless steel and zinc.  Neither in 

combination with brick nor in and of themselves do any of these extra materials have any analog in the 

contributing buildings of Over-the-Rhine.  Furthermore, the brick itself appears to have been installed in 

panels or sheets rather than one brick at a time, as suggested by the conspicuous appearance of joints 

bounding rectangular areas of brick -- another deviation from the typical application of brick in historic 

OTR buildings. 

The south facade is clad in many of the same materials as the north, though the random patches of 

colorful tile are here replaced arbitrary patches of cement board painted red.  In general, the materials on 

this facade are more clearly segregated into separate zones than on the north facade.  Indeed, the 

curvaceous portions of the south facade are clad in panels or scales of zinc or stainless steel, while the 

planar portions of the facade are primarily clad in brick.  Both the curved and flat portions have a concrete 

block water table, and the curved areas all have large sections of plate glass.      

Fenestration: 

All window openings on the SCPA are either too large or too small relative to the openings on Over-the-

Rhine's historic facades, which also results in local window-to-wall ratios that do not match those of 

OTR's civic or fabric buildings, even if the average window-to-wall ratio for the entire building envelope 

is closer to that of the neighborhood's historic buildings.   

On the north facade, most of the windows are significantly smaller than their counterparts on any 

of OTR's historic facades.  These windows also have a more attenuated and emphatically vertical aspect 

ratio than befits the neighborhood, and, like the windows on the upper two floors of the Stannary, they 

appear to comprise the traditional window-and-transom-window motif turned on its head, with a short 

jalousie or hopper window below a taller, single-light, fixed-sash window.  The arrangement of windows 
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in rows with sometimes irregular spacing and usually excessive amounts of wall between windows 

(except those that are loosely paired) is not compatible with the character of other public buildings 

fronting Washington Park. 

Other fenestration on the north facade includes occasional ribbon window bands -- each 

comprising three single-light, fixed-sash windows.  These bands are not placed with any consistent 

relationship to each other or to any other openings on the facade. 

In addition, the north facade has numerous larger openings, such as the tall and narrow strip of 

glazing that extends all the way from the base to the top of the building, piercing through multiple rooms 

on different levels.  This opening, which is prominently visible from the south edge of Washington Park, 

is fully glazed, and the glass is subdivided into fixed panes by a grid of brushed metal frames.  Likewise, 

on the east portion of the north facade, set farther back from W. 12th St., the building is penetrated by 

large two-story openings, glazed in a similar manner.  Meanwhile, the first two levels of the west portion 

of the north facade have almost no openings at all.   

And while all of the features described above independently compromise the compatibility of the 

north facade with OTR, their total effect in the aggregate is another point of discontinuity with the 

neighborhood.  Indeed, while all of OTR's historic public buildings have bilateral symmetry about their 

vertical centerelines, virtually every form of symmetry is absent from the arrangement of fenestration on 

the SCPA's important north and south facade. 

On the south facade, the overall character of fenestration is the same as that found on the 

north.  The main difference is the addition of large horizontal bands of plate glass windows that undulate 

along the curved portions of the facade at ground level.  As with the large glazed openings on the north 

facade, these are also subdivided into square and rectangular lights by a grid of brushed metal 

framing.  The east facade, fronting Race Street, has very similar fenestration to the north facade.  The 

west facade, along Elm Street, corresponds to various service functions of the building and has almost no 

openings.       
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Detail: 

This building has very little detail as such, since virtually every element is a simplified or abstracted 

version of its traditional counterpart.  The absence of appropriate detail on the SCPA is generally the 

same as that discussed in the preceding case studies.  Only a few specific observations concerning detail 

need be highlighted here.  First, this building has virtually no articulated top, and while this condition has 

been noted in other buildings above, it is uniquely problematic for appropriateness in this case because 

the SCPA is a public building, and the absence of a proper upper terminus makes it especially difficult for 

the building to convey its civic status.  The only top element is a metal coping on the brick exterior 

walls.  While this issue is partly a matter of massing, it is also largely a matter of detail, since an 

appropriately-designed cornice or entablature in OTR relies on both. 

Also important to examine is the treatment of the metal overhang or canopy above the ground 

floor on the west half of the north facade.  While this overhang serves the practical purpose of shielding 

the north entrance from weather, it is extended across almost the entire breadth of the noted portion of the 

facade and constitutes a major feature.  Across most of its remaining breadth, the overhang is open on top 

like a trellis, forming a sort of brise-soleil for a portion of the facade that has no windows.  At its east end 

(near the north entry doors), the overhang rests on a triangular metal fin that tapers outward from the face 

of the building as it rises from just above the sidewalk to the top of the ground floor, where it joins the 

mass of the overhang itself.  At its west end, the overhang is cantilevered rather than supported from 

below.  And along its entire length, the overhang is also supported from above by metal tension rods that 

extend diagonally downward from the facade of the building to counteract the moment at the outer edge 

of the canopy.   

Several details of this feature are incompatible with the neighborhood.  First, while most of 

OTR's public buildings do have covered entrances, these usually occur in the form of recessed or slightly 

projecting porches that frame the doorway on top and both sides with structure.  The use of a canopy 

suspended by rods from above is not a feature found on the primary facades of OTR's character-defining 

public buildings.  Furthermore, while some of OTR's historic civic landmarks have covered entrances, 
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these are always celebrated with refined detailing that punctuates the different components of the 

structure around the door.  The use of simple, planar metal for the canopy on the north facade of the 

SCPA is therefore inappropriate.  Finally, the coverings of entrances on OTR's historic civic buildings 

never extend far from the entrance itself to cover large additional expanses of the facade where no 

doorways exist.    
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Case Study 7: Hillman Point 

 

 

Figure 511: Hillman Point, 204 Wade Street, looking north.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

 North or South of Liberty Street: South 

 Project Address: 208 and 210 Wade Street 

 Project Name: Hillman Point OTR 

 Year of Construction:  

 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board: April 2017 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

 Project Background: The project combines five new single-family townhouses with four 

renovated historic buildings on Wade Street and Kemp Alley.  The two new homes at 208 and 

210 Wade Street are the focus of this study, but similar structures were also built at 223, 225, and 

227 Kemp Alley.  The intention of the project was to revitalize two blighted east-west side streets 

at the north end of the Washington Park subarea with the introduction of market-rate 

housing.  The residences range in size from 2,050 to 2,700+ square feet, and were originally 

offered at prices ranging from $500,000 to $599,000.452  

 Summary of context: 

Along its north side, Wade Street retains three historic Italianate or French Second Empire 

historic residential buildings ranging in height from two to four stories and in width from two to 

three bays.  At the far west end of Wade Street, anchoring the northeast corner of Wade Street 

and Central Parkway, is a small, two-story brick industrial building dating to the early 20th 

century.  The south side of Wade Street retains five all-brick historic Italianate residential 

buildings, ranging in height from three to four-and-a-half stories.   Most of these historic 

buildings were vacant or abandoned prior to the Hillman Point intervention, and while the 

associated new construction is not appropriate to the context, the renovations are a successful 

aspect of the development. 

                                                           
452 Tom Demeropolis, “Developer plans new townhomes in Over-the-Rhine,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Oct. 26, 2015, accessed 
Jan. 4, 2021, New townhomes planned for Over-the-Rhine - Cincinnati Business Courier (bizjournals.com).   
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Kemp Alley, immediately to the north of and parallel to Wade Street, has only one extant historic 

residential Italianate building, four stories in height and four bays wide.  At the southeast corner 

of Kemp and Central is also a two-story brick industrial building, which is attached along its 

south side to the noted early-20th-century industrial building at Wade and Central.  The 

remaining parcels along the south side of Kemp Alley were vacant or used for surface parking 

prior to the Hillman Point intervention.  Along the north side of Kemp Alley is a thin wedge of 

greenspace planted with mature trees, which serves as the only buffer between Kemp Alley and 

W. Liberty Street -- a condition resulting from the demolition of buildings between Kemp and 

Liberty to accommodate the 1957 widening of Liberty Street. 

The project therefore lies not only just south of the boundary between the northern and 

southern portions of Over-the-Rhine, but also just east of the boundary between OTR and 

Cincinnati's West End.  Bounded to the east by Elm Street, Hillman Point is also 

strategically located near a stop on Cincinnati's recently debuted streetcar line.   

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

At three stories tall, the pair of attached townhouses fall within the range of reasonable heights for Wade 

Street, where historic buildings are between two and five stories in height, inclusive. 

However, the massing of the project deviates significantly from that of the extant historic fabric 

along the street.  Indeed, while the surviving buildings on both sides of Wade Street form two continuous 

street walls, with the masses of individual buildings being deliberately subordinated to the collective 

effect of the greater whole, the two infill residences have been designed with a strident emphasis on their 

individuality.  As has been discussed in other case studies, wherever two conjoined townhouses appear 

within Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric, they have always been constructed as a single cohesive mass with 

coplanar main facades, the distinction between the two residences being largely downplayed and only 

articulated by subtle means, such as the placement of a scupper and downspout in alignment with the 
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shared wall between the two units.  By contrast, there is not only discord between the massing of the 

intervention in question and the rest of the street, but also between the two units at 208 and 210 Wade 

Street themselves.  Even at ground level, where the massing is most consistent, the face of 210 Wade 

Street is set back several inches farther than the face of 208 where the two units meet, underscoring the 

separateness of the two residences at the expense of the tout ensemble.  This condition occurs where the 

front-loaded one-car garages of each unit abut.  The massing of the intervention is further broken down at 

the ground level by the carving out of a void at the outer edge of each unit, where a deep and narrow 

passage has been created to the front entry of each unit.  In the case of 210, the passage is an open 

stairwell leading to the front door at the level of the second floor.  There, the noted void extends upward 

through the register of the second floor, although it is divided by a beam that corresponds to the level of 

the second floor plate.  The beam is not visibly supported from below at its ends, and is instead anchored 

in the mass of the unit's garage at one end, and in the mass of the neighboring historic building at the 

other.  This condition creates an unstable and insubstantial appearance that is foreign to the massing of 

such passages in OTR's historic residential buildings.  On the unit at 208, the mass out of which the 

respective entry passage is carved has the shape of an upside-down "L," the bar made ponderously heavy 

relative to the stem, and appearing to lean against the mass of the unit's garage for support.  Here, too, the 

mass of wall over the passage is neither supported from below at both ends, as would befit a lintel in true 

load-bearing masonry construction, nor is it carried by arcuated masonry.  Accordingly, the massing of 

the entrance passage of the townhouse at 208 is also out of character with that of OTR's historic 

residential buildings. 

At the level of the "middle," which encompasses the second and third floors, the project further 

falls short of achieving compatibility with the massing of its historic context.  Here, the most appropriate 

feature is that the primary plane of the townhouse at 208 Wade St. (i.e., the portion above that unit's 

ground-floor garage) is coplanar with the street-wall established by the extant historic facades along the 

given side of the block.  If this plane had been treated as a smooth and continuous boundary for the entire 

combined facade of 208 and 210, the massing of the project could have been substantially compatible 
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with the character of the street.  Instead, the plane of the street-wall is disrupted by the drastic setback of 

the middle of the unit at 210 relative to that of the unit at 208, and by further variation in the massing of 

the former unit thanks to a double-decker bay window at the level of the second and third floors that juts 

into the second-floor terrace over the unit's garage (as created by the noted setback).  Likewise, on the 

townhouse at 208, the massing of the middle is disrupted over the ground-floor entry passage by a narrow 

and deep second-floor loggia surmounted by a third-floor mass that is set back from the face of the street-

wall and also lacks proper support from below, a treatment that creates a strong break between the mass 

of 208 and the historic building immediately to its east, and is completely out of character with OTR's 

historic residential buildings -- especially those that occur mid-block.  The variation in massing and plane 

from one end of the project's main facade to the other is thus excessive and entirely inappropriate to the 

setting.  

In addition, the spandrels above the third-floor windows of both units are slightly recessed from 

the faces of the walls surrounding each opening, such that the spandrels become coplanar with the 

overlying top elements rather than the face of the middle of each unit along Wade Street.  This treatment 

is inappropriate, first, because it creates a conflation of middle and top not found in OTR's historic fabric, 

but also because the primary plane of a building's top should never be recessed from the primary plane of 

its middle, if a new building is to be compatible with OTR's contributing buildings. 

While the massing of base and middle are inimical to the project's appropriateness, the treatment 

of the top is the most problematic component of its massing, and it is primarily because of this element 

that the project has been placed in the category of “Intentional Opposition” rather than “Abstract 

Reference.”  Here, as in other cases, the portion that is intended to respond to the entablatures of Over-

the-Rhine's historic buildings clearly serves as a parapet for rooftop terraces capping the two 

townhouses.  This confusion of entablature and parapet stands in stark contrast to the clear separation of 

those two elements in the massing of OTR's contributing fabric.  But even more problematic than this is 

the particular form given to the masses of the project's parapet walls.  Indeed, not only are the tops 

excessively tall in proportion to the base and middle elements, but their exaggerated outward flaring from 
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bottom to top causes them to look like a parody of OTR’s typical top elements, rather than appearing truly 

sensitive to context..  On each unit, the entire top element has the massing of one giant cavetto 

molding.  By virtue of its massing alone, the project at 208 and 210 Wade Street disrupts the character of 

its setting.  Further discussion of the top element and its inappropriateness to OTR is found in the section 

below regarding Detail.             

Materials: 

To the project's credit, its primary exterior material is brick, which appears to be appropriate in 

dimensions, texture, and overall quality.  The use of a running bond is also appropriate, and the fact that 

the brick has been painted -- while creating additional maintenance requirements from the start -- does 

establish a sense of compatibility with the painted brick on many of Over-the-Rhine's nearby historic 

facades.  However, as seen in numerous other case studies, brick is sometimes used inappropriately here -

- particularly over windows and other wall openings, where the running bond simply continues over the 

voids with the support of a hidden steel lintel, ruining the sense of continuity with the neighborhood's 

load-bearing masonry construction. 

More problematic, however, is the disruption of brick by poor-quality contemporary materials on 

certain parts of the building's main facade.  In particular, there is no historic precedent in OTR for the 

fiber cement panels with conspicuous seams on the bay window of 210 Wade Street.   

Painted cast stone is also used as an accent on the main facade.  While used correctly for some of 

the project's window sills, the same material should also have been used for lintels -- a detail that, as we 

have seen, was completely omitted.  Likewise, cast stone is used inappropriately to form a string course at 

the level of the second floor plate over the garages of both units.  The application is inappropriate, first, 

because OTR's traditional townhouses do not typically have string courses between their first and second 

floors, and second, because where string courses do occur in OTR's historic fabric, they are always truly 

one course, and any joints between pieces of stone are minimized to create the appearance of a continuous 

band of material.  By contrast, the "string courses" on the Hillman Point facades actually consist of two 
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courses of cast stone (the upper of which is much taller than the lower) laid in a running bond with 

conspicuous joints. 

In addition, metal is employed to inappropriate effect on the facades in question.  The mere fact 

that metal is used for balcony railings indicates a misapplication of the material, since balconies are 

virtually never seen on the main facades of Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings -- least of all the Italianate 

and vernacular Greek Revival buildings with which Hillman Point must be compatible in order to be 

appropriate to its setting.  Furthermore, in the rare cases where balconies do appear on the fronts of 

buildings in OTR, their balusters are always oriented vertically, while the "balusters" of the balconies at 

208 and 210 Wade Street are horizontal. 

Fenestration: 

A few characteristics of the fenestration of Hillman Point are relatively appropriate to Over-the-

Rhine.  Indeed, all windows are of a one-over-one, double-hung sash design, and all windows have an 

aspect ratio of 2:1 or greater.  Along the second and third stories of the facade of 208 Wade Street, above 

the ground floor garage, the pattern of openings closely approximates typical fenestration for OTR in 

terms of the ratio of solid-to-void/window-to-wall; the consistent spacing of windows across three bays; 

the placement of a single opening along the vertical centerline of each bay; and the vertical alignment of 

openings between the second and third floor.  Had these elements been carried across the entire combined 

facade of 208 and 210 Wade Street, it would have ensured a far higher degree of compatibility than what 

was achieved.  Instead, the traditional pattern of fenestration is largely dispensed with on the facade of 

210, where two windows are inappropriately set close together at each level of the double-decker bay 

window on its main (central) plane, while the windows in the chamfered sides of the bay are 

uncharacteristically tall and narrow for the setting. 

Another significant anomaly in the fenestration of the Hillman Point townhouses is the placement 

of one-car garage doors at the level of the ground floor on their main facades.  This feature is not found 

anywhere on Over-the-Rhine's historic townhomes, and further contributes to the project's incongruity 

with the neighborhood.      
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Detail: 

As noted above, the massing of the top elements is essentially that of a giant cavetto molding.  With 

respect to detail, it should be noted that the cavetto profile is most often used for the corona on Italianate 

entablatures in Over-the-Rhine.  As a reminder, the corona is the uppermost part of the tripartite cornice, 

which, in turn, is the uppermost part of the entire tripartite entablature.  Thus, in the case of Hillman 

Point, one small portion of a typical Italianate entablature has been magnified nearly tenfold and used in 

place of the entire, complex, multifaceted feature.  Given the amount of subtlety and refinement that has 

been sacrificed, this design choice is not only majorly inappropriate with respect to massing but also with 

respect to detailing.  The sense of human scale provided by the many smaller parts that make up the 

whole of a typical entablature in OTR has also been lost. 

Despite the extreme oversimplification of the top elements of the project, there was still an effort 

to imbue them with an Italianate character by including pseudo-brackets on the cornice of 210 Wade 

Street.  Here, the "brackets" are just wooden or fiberglass curlicues that follow the curvature of the giant 

cavetto in profile and are stuck onto it at intervals.  Their only mark of appropriateness, in terms of 

detailing, is that they have some decorative relief in elevation and profile.  In any case, the inappropriate 

effect of the pseudo-brackets is exacerbated by the absence of anything resembling a taenia band between 

the middle and top of each facade, and, in the case of the "brackets" over the two story bay window, the 

extension of thin but conspicuous vertical battens that run two stories down from the bottom of each 

"bracket" along the third and second floors of the facade. 

In the case of 208 Wade, there are no pseudo-brackets, but the cumbersome top element is instead 

recessed at three points (in alignment with the three windows below) as if the cavetto were intersected at 

right angles by three gothic vaults.  Out of each of these recesses, a large circular opening is carved, 

revealing that there is a terrace behind the top -- a feature that further reinforces the inappropriate 

ambiguity between entablature and cornice in the top element of this townhouse, and which is not 

compatible in shape, size, detailing, or function with the attic windows found in the friezes of some of 

OTR's Italianate entablatures -- the only historic feature that these cutouts could be intended to 
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resemble.  Furthermore, in the segments of giant cavetto flanking the three recesses and cutouts, smaller 

circular recesses have been bored.  The total effect of these "details" is an egregious disparity in scale and 

refinement between the tops of the Hillman Point townhouses and the tops of all intact historic buildings 

in OTR.  Even if the massing, fenestration, and materials had been thoroughly appropriate, such 

incompatible detailing of the project's top would be adequate to spoil any prospect of substantial 

compatibility with the neighborhood.      
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Case Study 8: Mulberry and Sycamore Double 

 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above) 

 Project Address: 328 and 332 Mulberry Street 

 Year of Construction: 2020 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

Figure 512: 328 and 332 Mulberry Street, looking north.  (Photo by the author.) 
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 North or South of Liberty Street: North 

 Project Background: Development of a two-family residence on a vacant site of .0395 acres. 

 Summary of context 

The site includes two parcels at the northwest corner of Mulberry and Sycamore 

Streets.  Accordingly, it is at the very edge of the Over-the-Rhine Historic District, and 

immediately adjacent to the Prospect Hill Historic District -- a part of Mount Auburn with a 

character very similar to that of Over-the-Rhine (and especially the Pendleton subarea, from 

which it is severed by Liberty Street), but with homes built into more dramatic hillside 

sites.  Sycamore Street is the dividing line between Over-the-Rhine and the western edge of 

Prospect Hill.  Accordingly, the project in question stands at a highly visible gateway into OTR 

from a major thoroughfare and an abutting historic neighborhood.  It is in large part because of 

this context that the incompatible nature of the project at hand has such a damaging impact on the 

neighborhood.  There are also numerous vacant sites within the OTR Historic District along the 

west side of Sycamore Street, just south of the subject of this case study, and the project therefore 

sets a detrimental precedent for infill on other nearby vacant land.  The character along both sides 

of Sycamore Street is so consistent that any incongruous intrusions south of this project would be 

ruinous.  

It must also be noted emphatically that the project fronts not only Mulberry Street, but 

also Seitz Street, which runs parallel to and lies uphill from Mulberry.  Accordingly, the two units 

should have two fronts, rather than a distinct front and back.  Unfortunately, the side that faces 

Mulberry has been designed as a back rather than as a second front, with a deleterious impact on 

the character of the street.  It is duly the Mulberry Street side of the project that will be the focus 

of the evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness below.     

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 
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The analysis of this project's compatibility with its context is relatively brief and focuses almost 

exclusively on massing.  This is not because the project is appropriate to Over-the-Rhine with 

respect to materials, fenestration, or detail, but because most of the inappropriate design choices 

in these categories have already been addressed in other case studies.   

The massing of the project as seen from Mulberry Street is incompatible with the fabric 

of Over-the-Rhine for numerous reasons.  Here, the project presents three levels, including an 

above-ground basement that encompasses garages and living spaces for the two units, and the 

first and second floors.  The facade of each unit is divided into two segments of equal width.  The 

outermost segment of each unit is dominated by a projecting two-story mass at the levels of the 

basement and ground floor that extends outward from the primary plane of the facade by 

approximately ten feet -- a more drastic variation in setback than seen on any of the other facades 

examined in this series of case studies.  In addition, at the level of the basement, the innermost 

segments, containing the garage doors of the two units, recede from the primary facade plane 

defined by the upper two levels above, effecting an even greater variation in setback between the 

two segments of each unit at ground level, while also creating a garrison-like cantilevering of 

upper floors over the ground floor that is wholly out of character with OTR's historic 

fabric.  Thus, while it is the primary planes that ought to be aligned with the faces of the 

neighboring buildings in order to reinforce the continuity of the street-wall at this important 

corner site, the primary facade planes are instead pushed excessively far back from the curb, 

while it is only the fronts of the two shorter projecting volumes that come close to being aligned 

with the existing street-wall. 

It should also be noted that the two projecting masses on the outermost halves of the 

facades are capped by cumbersome decks that project slightly over their faces, similar to the 

rooftop decks on the Pendleton Street Townhomes discussed in another case study.  That design 

choice is as inappropriate here as it was in the Pendleton Street case.   

 



238 
 

In addition, the top of each unit's facade is articulated only with flat-faced bands of 

trim.  The requirement for a strong top element simply has not been met.  Moreover, the top of 

the primary plane of each unit's facade has two heights rather than one, resembling two large 

stairs in profile.  While there are some historic double residences in Over-the-Rhine where one or 

both attached units have a crow-stepped half-gable for their roofline (see, e.g., 1613 Sycamore 

Street), a mere two-step configuration at the top is not equivalent to or compatible with the few 

instances of crow-stepping in the neighborhood.  Given that the two units are set at different 

elevations on an incline that runs parallel to Mulberry Street, it does make sense for the top of 

each unit to be at a different level, but the further subdivision of each unit into segments of two 

heights is gratuitous and inappropriate.      

 

Case Study 9: Liberty and Elm 

 

 Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above) 

 Project Address: 206 W. Liberty St.; 1605-1629 Elm St. 

 Year of Construction: 2021-2022 

Figure 513: Liberty and Elm rendering.  (Image by Elevar Design Group.  Available at https://www.elevar.com/elevate/80-
million-mixed-use-project-planned-in-otr/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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 Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

 Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

 North or South of Liberty Street: North 

 Project Background 

When it received the requisite approvals from City government, the project at Liberty and Elm 

streets became the largest single-site infill proposal ever to be granted permission for construction 

in Over-the-Rhine, in terms of footprint.  It is also the first block-scale infill project to be 

approved for the portion of Over-the-Rhine north of Liberty Street, signaling that new 

development in the northern portion of Over-the-Rhine is gaining substantial momentum, and 

quick action will be needed if there is to be any chance of guiding the development of other large 

vacant sites toward more appropriate outcomes.453 

The project ultimately received the approbation of the Historic Conservation Board, the 

Planning Commission, and City Council after multiple disruptions and a barrage of objections 

from a variety of community stakeholders, organizations, and activist groups.454    

 Summary of context 

Occupying a consolidated group of many smaller parcels at the northwest corner of W. Liberty 

and Elm streets, the project will stand at the primary gateway to the Findlay Market subarea of 

Over-the-Rhine from the Washington Park subarea.  The northernmost extent of the project is 

approximately one block from Findlay Market itself, and therefore promises to have a profound 

impact on the character of the subarea, and especially the blocks that immediately surround the 

historic public market at its center.  Furthermore, the project's frontage on Liberty Street makes it 

highly visible from the most heavily traveled thoroughfare in Over-the-Rhine.  For all of the 

                                                           
453 Chris Wetterich, “Massive $80M Over-the-Rhine development approved over some neighbors’ objections,” Cincinnati 
Business Courier, Oct. 2, 2020, accessed Jan. 4, 2021, Kean Ventures Over-the-Rhine development approved - Cincinnati Business 
Courier (bizjournals.com).    
454 Ibid. 
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above reasons, the achievement of sensitivity and appropriateness to Over-the-Rhine was of 

paramount importance in the case of the development proposal at hand. 

 Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Note: Some parts of the project may qualify as Abstract Reference, but the most dominant element, at the 

corner, must be classified as a case of Intentional Opposition.  Because of this prominent feature, the 

entire project has been placed in the Intentional Opposition category. 

Height and Massing: 

The portion of the building fronting Elm and Liberty streets is subdivided into three major masses -- each 

being made to appear as a building that is separate from but contiguous with the others.  At the macro 

level, the mass of each building is essentially a rectangular prism.  The mass at the corner of Elm and 

Liberty is the tallest, rising five stories.  The two masses to its north are four stories tall.  Height has 

certainly been one of the greatest concerns surrounding the project, and while there are some historic 

buildings along Liberty that are four or four-and-a-half stories tall, the corner mass of the new project still 

appears excessively tall for the setting -- especially with respect to some of the shorter buildings that 

stand across from it on Elm Street.  Had the corner mass been made five stories tall like the others, it 

would have helped the project to be more compatible with its setting in terms of height and scale. 

As for the massing of the buildings, the overall simplicity of the volumes is generally in character 

with the neighborhood, and the zero-lot-line condition aids in restoring and reinforcing the street-wall on 

a corner that has sat empty for a long time.  The two volumes to the north are also designed with 

appropriate massing insofar as their facades are planar and rectilinear, with no arbitrary variations in 

setback or height.  The only disruption in the continuous facade plane established by these two volumes is 

the bay of stacked loggias set between them, corresponding to the location of an open stairwell. 

It is the segment of the building at the corner that is least appropriate to the character of Over-the-

Rhine in terms of massing.  Specifically, the solidity of the mass is disturbed by subtractive treatment at 

several key locations.  At the building's southeast corner (i.e., at the intersection of Liberty and Elm), the 

building's mass is cut out at the level of the second floor to create an L-shaped loggia that wraps around 
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the south and east facades.  Below the mass of the loggia deck, a similar subtractive cutout also occurs at 

the ground-level, creating a recessed corner storefront that is sheltered by the loggia deck.  These two 

subtractions of mass serve to weaken the appearance of the corner, when OTR's historic corner buildings 

have strong and uninterrupted massing (especially above the ground floor) at their exposed 

corners.  While some of OTR's historic corner storefronts may have a small chamfer at the ground level 

for a corner entrance, such subtractive treatments are relatively minor, and they are not articulated in the 

manner shown in the design for the building at Liberty and Elm.  Similarly, at the southwest corner of the 

five-story mass, facing Liberty Street, the entire westernmost bay is subtractively notched at the corner 

above ground level to create a stack of corner loggias for apartments on the second through fifth 

floors.  Here, the weakening of a corner next to a historic building creates a significant break in the street-

wall -- an urbanistic feature that is not seen between neighboring historic mixed-use buildings on any 

block of OTR.    

Finally, all three segments of the building are lacking a top element that is sufficiently 

distinguishable in massing and material from the middle registers of the facades.  The top elements are far 

too short and coplanar with the facades to qualify as substantially compatible with their historic 

counterparts.  Even in the architects' rendering, the massing at the top of the new intervention is 

significantly inconsistent with the massing of the entablatures on the immediately adjacent Italianate 

buildings on both Liberty and Elm streets. 

Materials: 

The two northernmost masses of the building are clad primarily in brick, which is an appropriate choice 

for the upper three floors, but inappropriate where it is used on the posts between shop-windows and 

doors at the ground level.  There, the framing of the shop fronts should have been of wood or 

metal.  However, there is at least a cast stone lintel dividing the commercial bases from the residential 

upper floors on the facades of these two masses, helping to counteract the inappropriate effect of the brick 

at the ground level. 
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The materials on the five-story building mass of the corner are, however, far less compatible with 

Over-the-Rhine's fabric.  Here, too, brick is misused as the primary material on the commercial ground-

floor facade.  Above the ground floor, the use of fiber cement board and metal panels results in significant 

contrast with the brick found on the upper facades of all nearby historic mixed-use buildings.  Placed at 

random on the segments of wall between openings on floors two through five are additional vertical 

panels, each slightly more than one story tall.  These applied pieces of extra material disrupt the sense of a 

regular rhythm from bay to bay and floor to floor, and seem to serve no purpose other than to distinguish 

the building as new rather than old, as if other features of the design were not already sufficient to do 

so.    

Fenestration: 

The most appropriate characteristic of the fenestration on all three segments of the building is that it is 

generally regular in shape and size and consistently spaced across the facades, creating the sense of 

division into traditional bays above the level of the ground floor.  However, most openings in the walls 

are too squat in shape to be comparable to those that are typically found on nearby historic mixed-use 

buildings.  On the five-story portion of the building, there has been an attempt to counteract this tendency 

toward squatness by filling most openings with three windows, each of which is significantly taller than it 

is wide.  However, the attenuation of these windows is also excessive relative to individual windows on 

the nearby historic buildings.  It would have been more appropriate to fill the noted openings with two 

windows of proportions that are typical of OTR’s character, rather than with three windows of 

inappropriate proportions.   

Moreover, on the upper floors of the five-story section of the building, some of the apertures 

contain doors that open onto Modernist Juliet balconies similar to those discussed in the case study 

concerning 1506 Race Street.  (For a discussion of why such features are inappropriate to Over-the-Rhine, 

see the referenced case study.)  In order to maintain a consistent height for the upper-floor openings that 

contain doors and those that contain windows without employing windows that extend down to floor 

level, the designers have added simple, planar bulkheads below the windows, punctuated with a dark 
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color that distinguishes them from the rest of the wall.  While the use of bulkheads is appropriate for 

elevating shop windows above the ground, it is not an appropriate treatment for upper floor windows on a 

mixed-use building in OTR.  

Detail: 

The treatment of detailing here is similar to that found on the Stannary at 1514 Race Street and the 

residence at 1506 Race Street.  For a discussion of comparable detailing, see the referenced case studies. 
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Part 2: Abstract Reference Case Studies 

 

 

Figure 514: Map of Abstract Reference Case Studies.  (Image by the author.  Base map courtesy of Hamilton County, OH GIS.  
Available at https://cagis.hamilton-co.org/cagisonline/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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Case Study 1: "The Stannary," 1514 Race Street 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

● Year of Construction: 2017 

● Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board: October 12, 2015 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

● Project Background: Three-unit condominium building with owner-occupied upper unit and 

lower units leased to tenants by owner.  Situated on a lot of 0.1040 acres.  Certified LEED Gold 

and duly granted 15-year City property tax abatement. 

Figure 515: The Stannary, 1514 Race Street, looking northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Summary of context 

The Stannary is situated midblock on the east side of the 1500-block of Race Street, and is 

approximately half a block south of Liberty Street.  This block is still in the process of recovering 

from extensive blight, but retains many of its original Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival 

buildings -- some of which have been restored and others of which are slated for restoration.  

Most of these buildings range in height from two to four stories, with considerable variation in 

floor-to-floor height from one building to the next.   

Occupying a large segment of the west side of the block is 3CDC's Rennan Flats project, 

completed in late 2019.455  While Rennen Flats is not the subject of an individual case study, it 

can be described in passing as a marginally more context-sensitive version of the Mercer 

Commons apartment buildings that were analyzed in depth above -- the gains in context-

sensitivity being owed primarily to the use of brick rather than cement board, and the 

employment of a slightly more appropriate window-to-wall ratio.  The intruding structure still 

degrades the character of the block with oversized and out-of-place corner windows, gratuitous 

patches of metal siding, and frequent disruption of the main facade by industrial-chic loggi and 

glass-box-style oriel windows that have no place in their historic setting.  In any case, the 

remaining historic fabric on the block outweighs this insensitive intervention and still demands 

respectful development of the remaining vacant lots in the immediate area.  The previously 

vacant parcel on which the Stannary sits has two historic buildings to its immediate south and (as 

of 2020) a vacant parcel to its immediate north, followed by a string of historic buildings farther 

to the north.   

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

                                                           
455 “Rennen & Beecher Flats,” 3CDC, accessed Oct.19, 2021, https://www.3cdc.org/project/rennen-beecher-flats/.   
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Height and Massing: 

With respect to height, the Stannary falls within the range of reasonable heights established by nearby 

historic fabric buildings.  Its massing is also generally compatible with that of its contributing historic 

neighbors, as the new building has the form of a rectangular prism with a flat roof and no major changes 

in plane along its public facade.  Accordingly, the building respects the street-edge established by nearby 

historic buildings and actually restores this edge on a segment of the block by filling the void of a vacant 

lot.   

Materials: 

The primary materials of the building are brick, metal, and glass.  The brick on the ground floor is dark 

gray with a matte finish, while the brick on the upper two floors is a lighter gray with a subtly lustrous 

glaze.  Visual inspection suggests that the brick is of a high quality, as indicated by well-defined edges, 

and is compatible in this respect with historic brick within the neighborhood.  However, the use of two 

different brick colors and the use of a glazed brick on the upper floors are features that are not compatible 

with historic masonry in OTR.  Nor is the use of gray brick color compatible with the colors of exposed 

brick of historic OTR buildings.  The employment of a grayscale palette for masonry is typical of 

Abstract Reference infill in historic urban neighborhoods where brick construction is prevalent.  This 

color-scheme clearly marks a new building as a contemporary intervention, and is often employed on 

infill buildings precisely for this purpose.  It may seem counterintuitive that a "gray-washed" building 

should stand out from its context, but the use of gray masonry is almost as conspicuous as a lime green 

facade in a neighborhood where most buildings are of red or orange brick.  While it is true that some 

historic OTR buildings have had their masonry painted various shades of gray, the effect of unpainted 

gray masonry is markedly different.  While such an aesthetic may appeal to a subset of designers and 

clients, it is not in any wise true to the character of Over-the-Rhine.   
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All that has been stated regarding the selected brick also applies to the choice of steel or aluminum for the 

window frames and metal mesh for the parapet around the building's rooftop deck.  

Fenestration: 

In some aspects, the fenestration of the Stannary is quite compatible with its historic context.  To its 

credit, the facade has a clear and simple rhythm of openings that is consistent with those of typical 

historic facades in the neighborhood.  Whereas many infill buildings in OTR have overly complex 

patterns of apertures, the Stannary simply has six evenly spaced openings across each floor on its main 

facade.  The openings are vertically aligned from one floor to the next, and each aperture is symmetrical 

about its vertical axis.  The proportions of the openings are distinctly vertical, with a height-to-width ratio 

greater than 2:1.  While the vertical emphasis of the window openings is appropriate in concept, the 

openings on the facade of the Stannary are slightly more attenuated than those of the neighborhood's 

historic Italianate buildings, creating a subtle but noticeable incongruity between the building and its 

neighbors.  In any case, the overall ratio of solid-to-void on the upper levels of the facade is reasonably 

compatible with that found on typical historic fabric buildings in the neighborhood.  There are no 

excessively large openings or expanses of blind wall.  However, the ratio of the width of openings to the 

width of solid wall between openings appears to be slightly greater than what is typical for the 

neighborhood, causing the apertures of a given floor to appear more crowded than on most nearby historic 

facades.  While the crowding effect is again subtle, it does detract from the Stannary's continuity with its 

context. 

Several features of the Stannary's fenestration are more seriously inconsistent with OTR's historic 

fabric.  In the case of the ground floor, the less appropriate aspects of fenestration are in part a 

consequence of the building's program.  While comparable historic OTR buildings (i.e., those in which 

the “middle” portion of the façade begins above the ground level) were designed to accommodate non-

residential uses on their ground floors, the Stannary has a residential unit on its ground level.  

Accordingly, while a shop front with one or more doors and larger display windows would have been 
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appropriate on the ground floor on the Stannary, given its differentiation from the upper floors by means 

of a different brick color, the level is instead treated with a row of six tall and narrow residential 

windows, just as are found on the upper levels of the building.  In fact, there are no doors into the 

building on the main facade, and all entries are hidden on the side or rear faces of the building.  While 

some historic OTR mixed-use buildings have had their ground floor shops converted into residential units 

and have had their shopfronts replaced with brick walls and residential windows resembling the patterns 

of their upper floors, such alterations largely distort the character of those historic facades, while the 

change in use is injurious to the life of the street.  Such alterations are aesthetic and functional perversions 

of OTR's historic mixed-use buildings that should not be treated as precedents to be emulated in the 

design or programming of new infill.  Accordingly, the fenestration of the Stannary's ground floor facade 

renders the building impenetrable to the public and gives the structure a defensive air that is completely 

incompatible with the inviting shopfronts of most comparable historic buildings in OTR.  The effect is 

compounded by the fact that the openings of the ground floor are set on a high and unbroken water table 

of cast stone, with the ground-floor windows set even higher above the sidewalk on smooth gray 

bulkheads that fill the space between the water table and the bottom of each window. The use of these 

bulkheads rather than brick has the further effect of suggesting extreme attenuation of the ground-floor 

openings -- another source of discord between the fenestration of the Stannary and that of its historic 

neighbors. 

In further contradistinction to the local historic fabric, the openings in the main facade of the 

Stannary are not articulated with lintels, window hoods, or sills.  Such omissions constitute a point of 

discontinuity with character-defining elements of Over-the-Rhine’s architecture that are not only 

decorative but also functional.  On the Stannary, the running bond of the brick facade simply continues 

over the tops of the windows, resting on hidden steel shelf angles.  Whether consciously or 

unconsciously, the onlooker will perceive that brick could never be used on its own to span openings in 

this way, with the consequence that the masonry appears visually unstable and gives away the fact that it 



250 
 

has been applied like wallpaper to an underlying skeleton of another material.  (The building is in fact of 

standard lightweight wood framing construction456 with brick cavity walls.)  Such effects are incongruous 

with the obvious visual and tectonic strength of load-bearing construction found on OTR's historic 

facades, where window openings are spanned by limestone lintels or arcuated brick.  The use of a hidden 

shelf angle lintel to continue running-bond masonry directly over an opening in a wall is certainly not a 

recent innovation.  This has been done on many buildings since the option became available by the early 

twentieth century, and it has been employed since that time to secure marginal upfront savings on labor 

and materials at the expense of visual stability.  However, such treatment at the tops of window and door 

openings is not typical of OTR’s contributing historic buildings.  Indeed, shelf angles in such applications 

are typically less durable than the traditional stone lintels or brick arches that span most of OTR’s historic 

window and door openings, as they are rarely outfitted with drip edges to prevent their gradual 

destruction by the capillary action of water, and the Stannary is no exception.  Compared with the use of a 

stone lintel that truly carries the weight of the masonry above (even if the brick is non-structural), hidden 

metal lintels render a facade susceptible to water intrusion and often buckle over time, ultimately 

requiring costly and invasive repairs, inside and out.  The idea that stone lintels are outmoded is 

unwarranted.  Likewise with the outright rejection of window hoods by architects of "Modern" infill, who 

dismiss the use of that typical Italianate device as stuffy and anachronistic, forgetting that the feature is 

not simply a piece of Victorian frippery but an elegant tool for shedding water and blocking out unwanted 

summer sun.  Similarly, the omission of sills from the windows on the Stannary is not innovative but 

irrational and contrary to the character of OTR.  Sills are not simply the lower visual termini of traditional 

window openings -- they, too, shed water in order to prevent the erosion and spalling of exterior masonry 

and intrusion into rooms.  It is for this reason that the sills of well-designed traditional buildings project 

slightly from the exterior walls and are equipped with a wash above and a drip edge below.  On the 

                                                           
456 This can be gleaned from images of the building on Google street view from October 2016, when the project was under 
construction. 
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Stannary, where sills have been omitted in the name of creativity or abstraction, significant water stains 

are already visible below many of the windows less than five years after the building's completion.  The 

elimination of sills is not creative or new -- it is a rejection of logic and of the lessons from the recent 

past.  Indeed, it is well-known how the buildings of the 1960s and 70s have fared, and there is no excuse 

to claim that such design choices are experimental or avant garde, nor that their negative consequences 

are unpredictable.  

Two further violations of norms for fenestration in OTR must also be mentioned here.   

First, while comparable historic buildings in the neighborhood are almost invariably outfitted with 

double-hung wood windows, the Stannary's metal-framed front windows have a large, single-light fixed 

pane at their top, and a short jalousie or hopper pane at their bottom.  While the horizontal bar between 

these two components vaguely resembles the overlapping rails between the upper and lower sash of 

typical OTR windows, it is set extremely low within the vertical register of each window -- creating a 

disproportionate degree of top-heaviness that is not seen anywhere among OTR's historic double-hung 

windows.  The appearance is that of a combined assembly of window and transom-window that has been 

turned on its head.  And, as with the other design features that distinguish the Stannary from its 

surroundings, the design of the windows is a negation of the character-defining windows in Over-the-

Rhine.  While negating the status quo can still be very much justified when there is something to be 

gained from it, it is not justified to do so when the outcomes are neutral or detrimental.  In the case at 

hand, not only does the rejection of double-hung windows subvert the aesthetic character of Over-the-

Rhine, but it also precludes the use of a time-tested, energy-efficient, and cost-effective method of passive 

cooling.  The double-hung window is employed almost universally on Over-the-Rhine’s contributing 

buildings, not only or even primarily because of its appearance, but also because of its ability to be 

opened at bottom and top to draw cooler air in at its base and release warm air at its top (not to mention 

the relative ease of cleaning the external surfaces of the glass from the interior of a building).  The 

practical value of the double-hung window has not changed since OTR’s period of significance.  For 
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these reasons, the rejection of double-hung windows in the design of urban infill for OTR is doubly 

inappropriate.  

Second, the third-floor windows of the Stannary's main facade are built into metal boxes that 

protrude from the face of the building by a bit less than one foot.  Again, this feature is not a creative 

invention, but another case of taking an established convention and arbitrarily doing the opposite, with 

little or no regard for the consequences.  Here, it has been forgotten that the typical recessing of a window 

within its reveal helps to shade openings from summer sun -- a consideration that would have been 

pertinent to the design of the west-facing Stannary.  (Note that even OTR's historic bay windows typically 

have the window-assemblies-proper recessed within a thicker frame, and overhanging cornices that 

further impede summertime insolation.)   Thus, not only are these protruding windows wholly out of 

character with the fenestration of OTR's historic fabric, but they are also an irrational choice with respect 

to energy efficiency and comfort, while offering no gain in interior floor space or in the quality of 

outward views from inside.                

Detail: 

Despite the many marks of inappropriateness discussed above, it is especially in the details that the 

Stannary is found to be incompatible with its noble historic context -- a common finding among the case 

studies involving inappropriate Abstract Reference in Over-the-Rhine.  As with the previous case studies, 

the incompatibility of details lies largely in the monotony or absence of moldings where they belong, and 

in the missed opportunity to apply the traditional theory of moldings that ensures refinement of detail 

through the careful calibration of "size, number, and inflection." (Semes)  Many of the shortcomings of 

detail in the Stannary are the same as those noted in the studies of Mercer Commons and City Home, and 

those issues will not be rehashed here.  However, two additional detail-related choices in the design of the 

Stannary deserve special attention, and both are related to the articulation of the building's base, middle, 

and top. 



253 
 

The tripartite subdivision of new facades into base, middle, and top is both explicitly prescribed 

by the adopted design guidelines for Over-the-Rhine and implicitly demanded by the neighborhood's 

actual historic buildings.  As noted in the preceding discussion of materials, the ground floor of the 

Stannary (i.e., the "base") is distinguished from the two floors above it (i.e., the "middle") by a difference 

in the color and luster of brick.  While this change does create a visible distinction between base and 

middle, it does so in a way that is not compatible with the manner used to separate base from middle in 

OTR's historic buildings.  First, in OTR's historic buildings, any change in color from base to middle is 

also accompanied by a change in material.  Second, and more pertinent to the subject of detail, such 

transitions on OTR's historic buildings are always punctuated by a molding or belt course -- often simple 

in profile -- that projects slightly from the main plane of the facade.  In many cases, this molding is 

essentially the taenia band of a simplified architrave over the windows and doors of a shopfront.  And 

while the degree of decorative exuberance varies, this detail is never omitted altogether from any historic 

OTR facade with an otherwise differentiated base and middle, as it is in the Stannary.  Indeed, the 

sartorial equivalent of this faux-pas would be wearing a shirt tucked into slacks without a belt, and while 

this very style enjoyed brief popularity during the heyday of the Sansabelt, we quickly returned to the 

timeless tradition of articulating the transition from base to middle with a belt course on our own bodies.  

When considering whether to indulge in such trends in the design of urban infill, we should remember 

that it is much easier to change our wardrobes than to change our buildings when a new fashion loses its 

ephemeral appeal.      

Finally, while the "top" of the Stannary is technically set apart from the middle by a change in 

material, it has been stripped of all detail that distinguishes the cornices of OTR's historic Italianate and 

vernacular Greek Revival buildings.  Indeed, the Stannary is capped by a perforated steel parapet that 

more or less matches the height of the nearby cornices but has no overhang, is not subdivided into a base, 

middle, and top of its own, and is completely lacking in moldings.  The very use of a parapet in lieu of a 

cornice bespeaks a lack of regard for the traditional distinction between these two elements on OTR’s 
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contributing buildings, as parapets always sit on top of a cornice where they are found on OTR's historic 

facades.  While the treatment of the cornice varies from one historic OTR building to another, the feature 

always has some projection and is never made diaphanous by the use of mesh-like materials, nor does any 

historic cornice in OTR serve as an enclosure for a rooftop deck (unless the building has been 

inappropriately altered).  The projection and solidity of traditional OTR cornices are essential to making 

them read as strong and decisive termini at the tops of buildings.  Likewise, the artful composition of 

moldings is essential to making those cornices read as architectural elements rather than cartoonish 

abstractions.  By contrast, the top element of the Stannary, by virtue of its flushness with the main facade, 

its transparency, and its lack of detail, serves none of the roles of a traditional cornice.  It is a mere 

placeholder for an undesigned feature.  Again, the device employed here is not positive creativity, but the 

negative wiping away of a traditional element, with nothing of equal sophistication or craftsmanship 

offered in its place.  The result is an even greater clash between the Stannary and its historic neighbors.       

 

Case Study 2: "City Home," 1400-block of Pleasant Street 
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Figure 516: City Home, Pleasant Street, looking northwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

● Project Address: 1413-1425 and 1406-1416 Pleasant Street 

● Year of Construction: 2008 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

 

● Project Background: $6.2 million project, with twelve (12) townhouses and six (6) condominium 

units.  Three of the units were offered with financing that made them available to purchasers with 

low-to-moderate income.  In addition to the new construction, the project included renovation of 

Figure 517: City Home, Pleasant Street, looking southwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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the historic buildings at 1401-1403 Race Street, and 1411, 1420, and 1422 Pleasant Street.457  The 

project also involved the demolition of the historic buildings at 1406, 1408, and 1410 Pleasant 

Street, which were deemed by the developer to be unsalvageable.458     

● Summary of context 

Pleasant Street is a narrow north-south street that is aligned with the longitudinal axis of 

Washington Park.  Accordingly, the street is directly on axis with the north gateway to and from 

the Park.  The portion of Pleasant Street occupied by the City Home development is the 1400 

block, immediately to the north of Washington Park, and extending from W. 14th Street to W. 

15th Street without any disruption by east-west cross streets or alleys.  The location places City 

Home within a short walk from Cincinnati Music Hall and the Hamilton County Memorial 

Building on Elm Street.  Despite the proximity to these set-pieces of OTR, however, City Home 

is embedded more immediately within typical Italianate fabric.  At the northeast and southeast 

corners of the T-intersection between Pleasant and W. 14th streets, historic buildings with 

Italianate and Greek Revival features survive, completing a generally well-preserved historic 

streetscape across from the north edge of Washington Park.  Most of the historic buildings along 

W. 14th Street range from two and a half to three and a half stories in height.  Along the 1400 

block of Pleasant Street itself, three historic buildings front the west side of the street, and two 

historic buildings front the east side.  All five of these buildings are of an Italianate and/or Greek 

Revival character and range from two and a half to three and a half stories in height.  The broad 

side facades of the two aforementioned historic buildings at the corners of Pleasant and W. 14th 

Street also have a strong presence at the south end of Pleasant Street.  At the north end of the 

block, the southeast corner of Pleasant and W. 15th streets is occupied by a two-story brick 

                                                           
457 “City Home – Pleasant Street,” 3CDC, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://www.3cdc.org/project/city-home-phase-i/.   
458 City of Cincinnati, Office of the Urban Conservator, “Subject: Certificate of Appropriateness and Variances, City Home 
Cincinnati (Phase One), 1406-1416 Pleasant Street, Over-the-Rhine Historic District,”  (staff report), Feb. 11, 2008, 1-9.  



258 
 

residential building constructed circa 1990 with a combination of vernacular Greek Revival and 

Colonial Revival characteristics. 

It is in the large gaps among the described buildings along the 1400 block of Pleasant Street that 

the twelve new townhomes of City Home have been constructed.  Designed in New Urbanist 

fashion, these townhomes have attached rear-loaded garages accessed by alleys.  The townhomes 

on the west side of Pleasant Street have rear frontage along Osborne Alley, while those on the 

east side have rear frontage along Comer Alley, both of which are historic passages within OTR's 

grid.    

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

It is important to include City Home as a case study to show that inappropriateness in Abstract Reference 

is not exclusive to Modernist interventions in Over-the-Rhine.  Indeed, the study of Mercer Commons 

might seem to be an indictment of Modernist infill, but Modernist infill is neither always inappropriate 

nor is it the only category of architecture that is sometimes inappropriate to historic settings.  When done 

well and in the right context (two conditions that Mercer Commons does not meet), Modernist approaches 

to abstract reference can be appropriate.  Likewise, when executed without adequate care or placed in the 

wrong context, traditional approaches to Abstract Reference can fall short of standards for 

appropriateness.  While City Home is an example of Abstract Reference with a more traditional design in 

OTR, it is neither entirely appropriate nor entirely inappropriate to its setting. Below is an assessment of 

this project's compatibility with OTR.   

Massing and Height: 

In terms of floor numbers, the City Home townhouses are generally compatible with the described 

historic context.  Of the twelve townhouses, ten are two stories tall, and two are three stories tall.  

However, the individual stories of the infill buildings are notably shorter than the individual stories of the 

nearby historic buildings, with the consequence that the stories of the City Home buildings appear quite 
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squat relative to the stories of the neighboring Italianate and Greek Revival buildings.  This produces a 

noticeable incompatibility of scale between new and old architecture on the street. 

The massing of the townhomes is another source of incongruity between infill and context.  

While the townhomes are broken into facades that are taller than they are wide (as is typical of facades of 

historic OTR fabric buildings), their height-to-width proportions are less than 2:1 in all but the cases of 

the two three-story townhouses, compounding the inappropriately squat appearance of most of the new 

facades.  Furthermore, the widths of the townhouse facades are incommensurable with any whole number 

of typical bays on nearby historic facades; they appear to be between the width of two or three typical 

bays on nearby historic buildings.  Compatibility of infill massing in a neighborhood such as OTR 

requires attention to typical bay-widths on the facades of historic fabric buildings, and such widths should 

not be hard to identify in OTR, as they are remarkably consistent from building to building. (And this 

consistency, in turn, is largely responsible for OTR's exceptionally cohesive character).   

In addition, the massing of the infill townhomes is largely defined by boxed-bay windows on 

their main facades -- some of which are double-decker, and others of which are one story and topped by a 

small balcony rather than a roof.  In any case, these features are not consistent with the massing of bay 

windows on OTR's historic buildings.  Bay windows -- especially on main facades -- are relatively 

uncommon on OTR's historic fabric buildings, and where they do occur, they are usually three-sided or 

occasionally of the bow variety.  Moreover, such windows on historic OTR buildings only appear on 

levels above the ground floor -- never at the ground level, as seen in the massing of the City Home 

townhouses.  Furthermore, bay windows on OTR's historic buildings are always topped by individual 

roofs or cornices -- they are never surmounted by balconies or covered by boxed soffits cantilevered over 

an entire facade, as seen in the City Home townhouses.  Further instances of inappropriateness in the 

boxed bay windows will be examined below in the sections concerning materials and fenestration, but 

their massing alone is sufficient to render the townhomes incompatible with their context. 
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Another inappropriate feature of massing appears in the use of loggias in the facades of the 

townhomes.  These disruptions to the solidity of the street facades have no analog in the historic fabric of 

OTR.  While the side facades of the historic buildings at the corners of Pleasant and W. 14th streets have 

double-decker verandas facing Pleasant Street, these porches are added to the fundamental masses of the 

buildings -- not subtracted from them -- and they are appropriately located along non-primary facades.  

Thus, the loggias give the infill buildings a lack of sensitivity to the distinction between appropriate 

massing for street facades and secondary facades.          

The overall effect of the features discussed above is a massing that would be compatible with a 

contemporary suburban tract housing development or a green-field New Urbanist planned unit 

development, but not with the historic urban setting of OTR.   

Materials: 

On paper, most of the specified materials for this project would appear appropriate to the context.  Indeed, 

the main facades are primarily of brick with wood trim, as is common among OTR's historic buildings.  

However, the quality, color, and texture of brick are very obviously inconsistent with the brick of typical 

historic OTR architecture, and the problem is not that the brick has simply not had the time to acquire a 

patina.  As with the massing, the material would be more appropriate to a contemporary suburban 

subdivision than to OTR.  Unlike the high-quality brick of nearby historic buildings and the noted circa 

1990 infill building, the brick on the City Home townhouses appears to be of a lesser quality.  From a 

distance, the quality of the masonry looks poor, but the precise reason is not immediately apparent.  As 

one draws near, it becomes clear that many of the bricks are slightly malformed or chipped along their 

edges or corners, and that these flaws have been filled in with extra mortar, which adds to the effect of 

unworkmanlike construction.  It is not necessary to use salvaged brick or so-called "faux historic" brick in 

order to avoid this effect.  (It would be a pity if high-quality material were automatically classified as 

"faux historic" by virtue of its excellence.)  Substantial and carefully cut brick is still available for new 

construction, and should be specified for infill projects in OTR – even if it is only used as a veneer, rather 
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than as a load-bearing structural material.  Likewise, the selection of appropriate brick color is essential to 

compatibility.  While there is slight variation among the brick colors of nearby historic buildings on 

Pleasant Street, all of the unpainted brick is of a reddish orange hue.  By contrast, the brick on the City 

Home townhouses is of a much cooler and deeper red with purple undertones and is appreciably out of 

key with the colors of neighboring historic masonry buildings.  Furthermore, the application of the brick 

is not always appropriate.  For instance, soldier courses are laid to articulate horizontal bands between 

floors of the new townhomes, and headers are laid two or three across in stacked bonds to articulate 

corners of units and to mark the vertical dividing lines between contiguous units -- treatments not seen on 

any historic fabric buildings in OTR.   

The wood trim and siding on the new townhouses is also used in ways that are not compatible 

with the setting.  Where there are gaps between groups of new townhomes along Pleasant Street, some of 

the exposed side facades are clad in lapped siding surrounded by chunky trim when the continuation of 

brick cladding would have been more appropriate.  Likewise, wood is also used to clad the boxed bay 

windows in a manner that is wholly out of character with the district -- an issue that will be treated further 

in the discussions of fenestration and detail.  

Finally, the use of relatively poor-quality cast-stone for lintels over doors and windows is a 

further detriment to the townhomes's compatibility with their neighborhood.  To the credit of the project, 

the lintels are at least employed in a way that is somewhat architectonically correct: they are wider than 

the openings that they span, such that they rest on the brick flanking the openings.  The lintels are also 

flush with the face of the brick, which is typical for simple, unadorned lintels on the humblest historic 

buildings of OTR.  However, the bright white color and smooth texture of the lintels betray their 

manmade quality and compromise any sense of compatibility with the limestone lintels of nearby historic 

buildings.  Small amounts of limestone accents would not have added significantly to the budget for this 

project, but would have made a significant difference as a coordinating element between old and new. 

Fenestration: 
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In some basic respects, the fenestration of the City Home townhouses is far more appropriate than the 

fenestration examined in the study of the apartment and condominium buildings of Mercer Commons.  Of 

the fenestration of the infill on Pleasant Street, it can be said that most of the window and door openings 

are taller than they are wide by a ratio of at least 2:1; that the windows are double-hung with a one-

over-one sash configuration; that the openings are symmetrical about their central vertical axes; that the 

ratio of solid-to-void is reasonably compatible with that found on nearby historic facades; and that the 

windows on a given floor are generally all of the same height.  Such appropriate design choices for infill 

in OTR can no longer be taken for granted and must receive their due praise.    

Nevertheless, the fenestration is otherwise asynchronous with that of neighboring historic 

buildings.  First, the paired windows in the boxed bays are wholly inappropriate.  While some of the 

historic facades surrounding nearby Washington Park have paired windows, the individual windows in 

each pair are always made narrower than the single windows on other parts of the same facade, and the 

paired windows are always located in the main plane of the facade -- never as part of a projecting bay.  

Those conventions are not employed in the design of the City House project.  Second, the variety of 

openings across the facades of the new townhomes prevents any consistent rhythm of apertures along 

their portion of the streetscape, creating a salient opposition between the irregular composition of 

windows and doors on the infill facades and the regular, rhythmic repetition of windows across the nearby 

historic facades.  In fact, no two neighboring window openings are alike on the City Home facades.  The 

issue is compounded by the use of doors opening out onto balconies and loggias on second and third 

floors.  In the case of the balconies, the openings are always filled by pairs of single-light French doors 

surrounded by disproportionately bulky jambs that make the doors look like a retrofit -- a bizarre 

treatment that further muddles the distinction between primary and secondary facade and destroys any 

hope of compatibility with patterns of fenestration found on OTR's historic architecture.  Finally, while 

the lintels over the openings are appropriate in some elements of their design, they were made too thin 
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and appear structurally weak -- yet another distinction between this abstracted representation of historic 

OTR architecture and the genuine article.  

Details: 

It is especially because of the details (or absence thereof) that this project has been classified as an 

instance of Abstract Reference.  As in the case of Mercer Commons, the City Home project displays 

virtually only one type of molding -- the fillet.  It also displays only one type of joinery between moldings 

-- the butt joint.  Such monotony of detailing is out of character with OTR's historic architecture, 

including its simplest residential examples.  While the absence of refined detail is conspicuous in nearly 

every feature, it is especially salient in the boxed bay windows that dominate the facades.  While this 

feature has been critiqued above for its impact on the massing and fenestration of the new townhomes, 

this impact could have been somewhat softened through the use of appropriate detailing.  Indeed, where 

bay windows and (more rarely) oriel windows do appear on historic OTR facades, they are finished with 

fine details that follow the traditional theory of moldings as outlined by Charles Howard Walker.  Thus, 

historic bay and oriel windows in OTR have a clearly articulated base, middle, and top, and each of those 

components is elegantly subdivided into its own constituent parts with moldings that celebrate the joints 

between parts and create a complex play of light, shadow, and shade.  If there are panels below windows, 

they are often delicately delineated with small cavetto or cyma-reversa moldings, and the panels 

themselves are frequently decorated with foliate ornament in low relief.  These features ensure that one 

will continue to perceive additional detail as one comes closer to the building.  Needless to say, the boxed 

bay windows of the Pleasant Street townhomes possess none of these refinements, and it is largely for this 

reason that they do not echo the protruding window features found on some of OTR's historic buildings.   
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Case Study 3: Willkommen  

 

 

518: Above: Design for 1521-1525 Vine Street (analyzed in Part 1 of Case Study) (Source: 3CDC.  Available from 
https://www.3cdc.org/project/willkommen/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 

Figure 519: Above: Design for 1512-1520 Republic Street (analyzed in Part 2 of Case Study) (Source: 3CDC.  Available from 
https://www.3cdc.org/project/willkommen/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above) 

● Project Address: new buildings south of Liberty Street at 1521-1525 Vine Street (Part 1 of Case 

Study) and 1512-1520 Republic Street (Part 2 of Case Study); new buildings north of Liberty 

Street at 1602 Pleasant Street and 1617-1619 Race Street.   

● Year of Construction: 2021 

● Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Collection of small interventions 

● North or South of Liberty Street: Project spans both areas, but the two analyzed buildings are 

South of Liberty 

● Project Background: The Willkommen initiative includes four new buildings on vacant sites and 

the rehabilitation of sixteen (16) historic buildings.  At a total cost of $50.8 million, the project is 

intended to achieve high impact among the blocks near Liberty Street (both to its north and to its 

south) by creating a substantial volume of new residential and commercial units in a part of Over-

the-Rhine that still has yet to see the same level of renewed economic prosperity that has occurred 

farther south of Liberty Street.  Occupying scattered sites throughout the described area, the 

project will encompass a larger percentage of affordable units than many of 3CDC's previous 

interventions.  Per 3CDC's own account, Willkommen "will include a total of 163 units -- 69 

apartments available to people making 50-80% of the Area Median Income (AMI) and 94 

market-rate units."459  The project also includes an initiative to ensure that the new retail space is 

used to house local businesses, and especially African American-owned businesses.  Below, the 

evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness of two of the four new infill buildings contains many 

recommendations for how those designs could have been more appropriate to their architectural 

context; however, the Willkommen initiative as a whole contains many praiseworthy elements 

with respect to its role in facilitating preservation, economic vitality, and social equity. 

                                                           
459 “Willkommen,” 3CDC, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://www.3cdc.org/project/willkommen/.   
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● Summary of context:  

The two infill buildings analyzed below are located on blocks immediately to the south of Liberty 

Street.   

The new building at 1521-1525 Vine Street will occupy two standard parcels previously 

used as a surface parking lot on the west side of Over-the-Rhine's primary north-south 

thoroughfare.  The new building will have three historic structures to its immediate north between 

itself and Liberty Street, and a long string of historic buildings to its south along the same side of 

the 1500-block of Vine.  The east side of the block is more eclectic and marked by a larger 

number of vacant lots.  While there are still two extant historic buildings at the northeast corner of 

Vine and E. 15th streets, the most dominant presence on the east side of the 1500-block of Vine is 

the large Crossroad Health Center building at the southeast corner of Liberty and Vine -- a non-

contributing building.         

The new building at 1512-1520 Republic Street will occupy a group of five consolidated 

standard parcels on the east side of the 1500-block of Republic Street, near the center of the 

block.  The new building will be flanked to the north and south by mostly intact strings of historic 

fabric buildings (the only exception being the vacant parcel at 1528 Republic).  The historic 

fabric on the west side of the block is also similarly intact, with only one vacant site, at 1517 

Republic, and a small infill project already existing at 1529 Republic.  Most historic buildings 

along the block are Italianate or vernacular Greek Revival, ranging in height from two to four-

and-a-half stories, and in width from two to six bays.  Where the existing facades exceed four 

bays in width, they are always subdivided into narrower sections by vertical elements, such as 

downspouts.      

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 
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Part 1: 1521-1525 Vine Street 

Many of the features of this building are similar to those that have been discussed in other case studies.  

However, the unique feature that warrants separate examination here is the stacks of pseudo-bow-

windows that occupy three of the building's five major bays above the level of the ground floor on its 

primary facade.  This feature dominates the massing of the design and will profoundly impact the 

character of the block when the building is completed.  Accordingly, it is analyzed in greater detail below. 

First, it should be noted that stacked bow-windows are rare but not entirely unheard-of among 

Over-the-Rhine's historic mixed-use buildings.  At least one example appears at 1405 and 1407 Vine 

Street, where the upper two floors of a three-story mixed-use building are defined by a pair of two-story 

bow windows, each featuring a central mullion flanked by single double-hung windows at each level.  To 

the extent that the designers of the Willkommen building on Vine Street sought to ground their pseudo-

bow-window concept in local precedent, the building at 1405 and 1407 Vine would be the most 

analogous historic example in the neighborhood.  However, there are several crucial differences between 

the bow windows on the noted historic building and the pseudo-bow-windows on the Willkommen 

facade.  First, while the historic bow-windows add interior space by extending the floor plate of each 

level into curvilinear protrusions, the bowed elements on the facade of the Willkommen building are 

strictly external applications to the primary mass of the building, and do not add any interior floor space 

at all.  The windows framed by the bow-like projections thus remain coplanar with the primary surface of 

the facade and are actually shielded from light by the projections.  Accordingly, while traditional bow 

windows have the dual function of adding interior space and increasing the gain of natural light, the 

pseudo-bow windows of the Willkommen building do the exact opposite, and should not be classified as 

bow-windows at all. 

Another major difference between the bow windows at 1405 and 1407 Vine Street and the 

features resembling bow windows of the Willkommen building is that the latter are asymmetrical in their 

massing with respect to the vertical centerlines of the bays that they occupy.  Indeed, while the selected 
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vantage point for the rendering masks the asymmetry of these features, the floor plans clearly show that 

the rounded faces of the features actually follow an asymmetrical curve resembling the path of airflow 

over the wing of an airplane.  Such asymmetry is foreign to the character of the neighborhood.           

Also inappropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine is the inverted stairstep corbelling that supports the 

bowed features from below.  This treatment is not employed to support any of the historic bow or bay 

windows in OTR. 

In light of the above discussion, the pseudo-bow-windows of the building at hand are not 

appropriate to Over-the-Rhine.   

Part 2: 1512-1520 Republic Street 

The Willkommen building to be constructed at 1512-1520 Republic Street must also be examined with 

respect to three features that are uniquely inappropriate to the context of Over-the-Rhine among the 

instances of infill reviewed in the case studies.  These inappropriate features simultaneously involve 

massing and fenestration. 

First, it must be noted that the mass of the four-story building is subdivided into four major 

segments, each with an aspect ratio that is typical of the facades of Over-the-Rhine's historic residential 

and mixed-use buildings that are two or three bays wide and four stories tall.  While this subdivision of 

massing is not inappropriate in itself, the otherwise continuous plane of the facade is disrupted by the 

insertion of a much narrower and recessed hyphen-like mass, three-and-a-half stories in height, between 

the northernmost major segment of the building and the southernmost three.  This disruption in massing, 

height, and setback is inimical to the goal of using the new building to reestablish the street-wall along the 

1400-block of Republic, and is incompatible with the character of the street and the neighborhood.  The 

effect of this disturbance in massing is amplified by the use of a contrasting brick color on the facade of 

the hyphen and the ribbons of tall, narrow, single-light fixed-pane windows inserted at each level thereof.  

Indeed, the windows create an inappropriate ratio of void to solid on the facade of the hyphen, while the 
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ribbon configuration gives a pronounced horizontality to the fenestration on this portion of the facade that 

is inappropriate to the neighborhood.  The entire hyphen feature looks like it was contrived to resemble 

the incompatible additions that are sometimes inserted in the gaps between existing buildings in order to 

unite their interiors.  Such effects are inappropriate in their typical application, and should not be imitated 

in the design of single new buildings for OTR. 

Second, the massing at the ground level of the northernmost major segment of the building has 

been recessed such that there is a quarter-round shop window at the corner, with the three stories above 

cantilevered over the shop front.  This treatment creates a visual instability and exaggerated top-heaviness 

that is not found on any of Over-the-Rhine's historic mixed-use buildings.  Furthermore, the cutting away 

of the ground-floor mass at its corner is only ever appropriate in OTR if a building stands at the 

intersection of two streets.  The building in question occupies a midblock site -- not a street corner -- and 

the quarter-round shop window is therefore inappropriate for this reason as well. 

Third, an inappropriate treatment has been given to the window openings on the upper three 

floors of the portion of the building to the north of the hyphen.  Indeed, there are numerous square 

apertures that are filled asymmetrically with a combination of off-center windows and additional brick 

that is stepped back in layered planes that are parallel to but progressively recessed from the primary 

plane of the facade.  Treatments of this nature do not appear in window openings of any historic buildings 

in Over-the-Rhine.         
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Case Study 4: 1616 Pleasant Street Residence 

 

 

Figure 520: 1616 Pleasant Street, looking northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Findlay Market 

● Year of Construction: 2018 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

● North or South of Liberty Street: North 

● Project Background: New residential construction on a single parcel. 

● Summary of context: The building is one of several new residences on the portion of Pleasant 

Street north of Liberty Street, a narrow residential street near Findlay Market that retains many 

contributing Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival fabric buildings. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

This project has many features in common with other instances of Abstract Reference analyzed in the 

case studies.  However, it is treated here because it exhibits several choices in design that do not appear in 

the other studies for this category.  On a positive note, numerous attributes of the fenestration are 

appropriate and should be regarded as examples worth following.  Both the uniquely appropriate and 

inappropriate aspects of this project are the focus of the analysis below. 

Massing: 

At the macro level, the height and massing of this project is reasonably compatible with that of Over-the-

Rhine's historic fabric.  The building fits neatly into the volume of a three-story rectangular prism that is 

appropriately taller than it is wide along the street.  The building also has a clearly differentiated base, 

middle, and top.  At this level of analysis, the primary mark of inappropriateness in the massing is that the 

building is set back slightly farther from the curb than the historic house to which it is attached, creating 

an improper break in the street-wall. 

Other inappropriate characteristics of massing become apparent upon closer inspection, and these 

features seem to suggest a conflation of two building types within Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric: the 

mixed-use building, and the all-residential single-family townhouse.  These problems are primarily 

manifest in the treatment of the ground floor of this single-family home. 
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First, note the manner in which the bay containing the front door is subtractively notched out at 

the northwest corner of the ground floor.  While this massing condition is sometimes found in Over-the-

Rhine, it only appears where there is a ground-floor storefront, and even then, only in the case of a corner 

store.  Furthermore, in the described cases, the door of the storefront is almost always set at a 45-degree 

angle to the main plain of the facade -- not merely recessed and set parallel to it.  And the upper stories 

above the notched-out portion at the ground floor are never left unsupported at the corner; rather, they 

always rest on a column or post.  Typical instances can be found at the northwest corner of Elm and W. 

14th streets; the southwest corner of Vine and Elder streets; and the northwest corner of Liberty and Race 

streets.  It should also be noted that all such examples occur at the intersections of a primary and 

secondary street or of a secondary and a tertiary street -- never at the mid-block intersection of a tertiary 

street with a narrow alley, where uses are virtually always exclusively residential.  In the case at hand, the 

massing of the "corner store" has therefore been inappropriately and incorrectly incorporated into a 

single-family home on an all-residential street. 

Several additional signs of the mixing of distinct neighborhood typologies are evident in the 

massing of the base.  First, while the corner-store entrances referenced in the design are always at grade 

level, the front door of the house in question is elevated by three steps.  Indeed, while the notched-out 

entrance is a feature of commercial massing, the stoop with multiple steps belongs to the massing of the 

townhouse.  In addition, the stoop is positioned such that it must be approached from the side rather than 

directly from the sidewalk -- a feature not found on Over-the-Rhine's contributing mixed-use buildings or 

its townhouses.  Moreover, it is unclear where the mass of the "base" ends and that of the "middle" begins 

on the house in question.  While there is a concrete water table that comes up to the top of the foundation, 

as is appropriate for a townhome in Over-the-Rhine, there is also an exposed I-beam lintel at the top of 

the ground floor facade, as would typically be seen above a ground-floor storefront on a historic mixed-

use building, thus suggesting a second division between base and middle at the top of the ground floor 

rather than at the top of the water table.  (This feature is discussed under "Massing" because the web of 
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the noted beam creates a horizontal recess in the massing of the facade between the first and second 

floors.)  While the described condition sometimes appears on historically mixed-use buildings in OTR 

that have had their shopfronts "bricked in" to accommodate private ground-floor uses, such inappropriate 

alterations should not be replicated in the original designs for new construction in the district.      

As discussed below, further elements of the mixed-use facade have been inappropriately used in 

the materials of the project.      

Materials: 

The noted use of the exposed I-beam between the second floors is also inappropriate in terms of materials.  

In Over-the-Rhine's historic single-family townhouses, there is virtually never any change in materials -- 

not so little as a stone string course -- between the first and second floors on the facade.  Thus, the 

aforementioned disruption of brick with a band of metal is incompatible with analogous historic buildings 

in OTR. 

It must also be noted that the material of the "water table" is inappropriate, for the poured 

concrete stands in stark contrast to the neighboring fieldstone and limestone water tables.  In addition, the 

customary course of stone atop the water table, protruding slightly from the plane of base and middle to 

punctuate the meeting between the two parts, has been entirely omitted, creating an unmodulated and 

abrupt transition from concrete to brick.   

Fenestration: 

Notwithstanding the inappropriate treatment of the entrance bay at ground level, the rest of the 

fenestration on this project is relatively compatible with the context and should be given its due credit.  

Above the level of the ground floor, the facade is divided into three bays, as is appropriate for a house of 

this width.  Each bay has an opening with an aspect ratio of 2:1 at its center, matching the conditions 

found on nearby vernacular Greek Revival facades along Pleasant Street.  The windows are of the one-

over-one double-hung sash type, and their spacing is appropriately consistent.  Ratios of window-to-
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wall/void-to-solid are compatible with the standard ratios for historic homes in the neighborhood, and the 

amount of wall above the windows on the top (third) floor is appropriate (a dimension that is often made 

too short on the facades of infill projects).  At the level of the ground floor, the two bays to the right of the 

entrance are treated as a single large bay, with a pair of windows separated by a mullion at their center.  

Similar pairings of windows at ground-level only are found on the facades of many three-story historic 

townhomes in OTR, so the overall concept is appropriate, as is the alignment with the windows on the 

floors above.  However, the ground-floor windows are placed too high on the wall, such that their headers 

directly abut the bottom flange of the noted I-beam.  It would have been more appropriate for the 

windows to be positioned low enough to have their own lintel.  Omitting the superfluous and 

inappropriate exposed beam also would have helped to make more room for appropriate treatment above 

the windows.     

Detail: 

While the fenestration has numerous appropriate aspects, these successes are tempered by some missteps 

in the detailing above and below the windows.  First, as noted in other case studies, while the use of cast-

stone for the window sills is a context-sensitive choice (far more so than brick sills or no sills at all), the 

sills have been made too thin, and look quite brittle relative to their historic counterparts.  Likewise, there 

are no lintels at all, and the brick simply continues in a running bond over the window openings on the 

second and third floors.  Simple cast-stone lintels matching those of the neighboring historic residences 

on Pleasant Street would have been far more appropriate. 

The detailing of the "top" element must also be discussed in brief.  While the top is simple, it has 

the merit of being appropriately proportioned to the "middle" of the building, whereas many "tops" on 

infill structures in Over-the-Rhine are absurdly small.  In addition, the building has the merit that the top 

element tapers outward from the face of the building through the restrained use of corbelled brick.  If a 

top element is to be simple in its articulation, with nothing but fascias, rabbets, and fillets in its profile, it 

is far more appropriate that the design be expressed in brick than in wood.  Finally, it is appropriate that 
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the profile of the "top" features an alternation of advancing and receding courses (each advancing course 

being corbelled slightly farther outward than the nearest one below it).  Too often, simplified top elements 

of infill buildings comprise only a monotonous stack of progressively cantilevered fascia resembling the 

profile of an upside-down staircase -- an awkwardly top-heavy and repetitive treatment that OTR's 

historic buildings do not exhibit.  In any case, the chief shortcoming of the top element in question is that 

-- like the bottom of the structure -- it is more compatible with some of OTR's sparsely embellished 

historic commercial and industrial buildings than with its historic single-family homes.  A simple wood 

cornice akin to those found on neighboring vernacular Greek Revival houses would therefore have been 

more appropriate.   
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Case Study 5: 1826-1828 Elm Street Residence 

 

Figure 521: 1826-1828 Elm Street, looking east.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Findlay Market 

● Year of Construction: 2017 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

● North or South of Liberty Street: North 

● Project Background: Restoration of one historic building at 1826 Elm Street and the addition of a 

neighboring infill building on a previously vacant parcel at 1828 Elm Street to form one larger 

single-family residence occupying two standard parcels.460  The project is approximately one 

block north of Findlay Market, and its immediate block contains many historic Italianate and 

vernacular Greek Revival buildings.   

● Summary of context: The project is located on the east side of the 1800-block of Elm Street, 

approximately one block north of Over-the-Rhine’s thriving Findlay Market.  

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

Height 

In districts such as Over-the-Rhine, it is common for architects and developers to propose infill 

construction that would be too tall for its context.  The project at 1826 Elm Street is a relatively rare 

example of a case in which an infill building may actually be too short.  Indeed, while the intervention in 

question is two stories tall, it is sandwiched between a three-story building and a four-story building (both 

of which are historic).  In fact, almost all of the historic buildings along the 1700, 1800, and 1900 blocks 

of Elm Street range from three to four and a half stories in height.  There is one historic two-story 

vernacular Greek Revival house on the west side of the 1800 block of Elm Street, as well as one single-

story historic commercial building, but these are outliers among the historic buildings within view of the 

project site.  The other one- or two-story buildings near the project site are non-contributing infill 

structures, such as the House of Hope Fellowship Church, at the southwest corner of Elm and Findlay 

                                                           
460 “Elm Street Residence,” Terry Boling Architect, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, http://www.terryboling.com/elm-st-home.   
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streets.  Anomalous historic buildings and non-contributing infill should not be used to determine the 

height of a new structure between two contributing historic buildings.  A height of three or three-and-a 

half-stories would therefore have been more appropriate for 1826 Elm Street. 

Massing 

Despite the deficiency in height, the massing of 1826 Elm Street is appropriate at the macro level.  The 

main facade is coplanar with the two neighboring historic buildings and duly strengthens and restores the 

historic streetwall where there was previously a gap.  The building has a clearly defined base, middle, and 

top, and these elements are carried continuously across the width of the facade, without disruption or 

ambiguity.  The ratio of the height of the top to the combined height of base and middle is also 

appropriate to the corresponding ratios found in Over-the-Rhine's contributing fabric.  In section, the 

building is trapezoidal, with a shed roof that slopes downward at a shallow pitch from front to back.  (At 

its upper height, the roof joins the back of the main facade above the upper windows but below the middle 

of the "top" element.)  While the slope of the roofline is compatible with that of many historic buildings 

in OTR, it is a more common feature among mixed-use buildings than among OTR's historic townhouses.  

Furthermore, since the building at 1826 Elm is shorter than both of its neighbors, the treatment of the 

roofline is not at all visible from Elm Street, and does little to add to the building's perceptible 

compatibility with the fabric.  Accordingly, it is perplexing that the structure was not built with a flat roof 

that could have served as a terrace accessible from the third floor of the adjacent historic building at 1828 

Elm Street, which has been combined with the new structure at 1826 to form a single large residence.  It 

makes little sense to borrow a feature of historic massing that no one can see, at the expense of including 

a desirable feature that would add to a property's value and use -- especially when the building is 

inappropriate to many of OTR's traditions of massing in places that are highly visible, as discussed 

below. 

Indeed, upon closer inspection, certain elements of the building's massing are incongruous with 

that of Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric.  Many of the inappropriate choices in massing are similar to those 
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seen in other case studies of Abstract Reference infill.  For instance, as at 1616 Pleasant Street, there is 

here a conflation of the base massing of the typical mixed-use OTR building with that of the typical OTR 

townhouse.  Although the project at 1828 Elm Street is entirely residential, the ground floor portion of the 

main facade has been designed more like a storefront, with a front door recessed into a narrow bay at the 

far left and a single large window, the shape and size of a shop window, occupying the portion of the wall 

to the right.  The entire ground floor of the facade essentially has the massing of a storefront, with 

pilasters framing the entrance bay and shop front bay; a bulkhead beneath the "shop" window and 

recessed slightly from the plane of the pilasters; a solid masonry sill below the level of the first-floor plate 

that elevates the front entrance and ground floor above the sidewalk by one step; and architrave at the 

level of the second floor that extends across the entire width of the facade, resting on the noted pilasters 

and spanning the shop front opening and door recess like the beams that cap the storefronts of OTR's 

historic mixed-use buildings.    

Even if the building at 1828 Elm Street were a mixed-use building, the massing of the base would 

be incompatible with that of Over-the-Rhine's historic storefronts in several important respects.  The 

overarching theme of the points of incongruity is the degree of abstraction of traditional features.  For 

instance, while the typical posts or columns that frame OTR's contributing storefronts are virtually always 

tripartite, with a clear base, middle, and top of their own -- each of which is usually given further 

refinement through decorative carving and subdivision into additional parts with delicately balanced 

profiles -- the pilasters on the ground floor at 1828 Elm Street are simply rectangular prisms with 

absolutely no further subdivision into constituent parts.  (As has been explained in Chapter 4, such 

subdivision into component parts is essential, not accidental, to the character of OTR’s storefront posts 

and pilasters.)  The same is nearly true of the architrave that rests upon the pilasters -- another departure 

from the more refined treatment of beams that separate base from middle on OTR's historic mixed-use 

building.  The architrave at 1828 Elm has at least been given a hint of relief through the inclusion of a 

taenia band at its top, which is carried across as an extension of the same feature on the facade of the 
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adjacent historic building at 1826 Elm.  However, whereas the taenia band on the neighboring building 

consists of a large fillet molding resting on a slightly smaller cyma reversa band, only the former molding 

has been carried across onto the facade of 1828 Elm, such that the profile of the architrave is simply that 

of a fillet resting atop a taller fascia.  In the design for the massing of the architrave that separates base 

from middle on the two facades, the use of the cyma reversa between these two elements on the 

neighboring historic building makes all the difference between a feature that is recognizably of its place 

and a feature that is out of character with its setting.  The latter effect is completely incompatible with 

Over-the-Rhine, where the refined massing of individual parts is essential to the character of the urban 

fabric, and the reduction of parts to blocky masses does not generally capture this essence.  Where such 

examples are found on OTR's historic facades, they are a result of insensitive alteration, and should not be 

emulated in the design of infill. 

Also incompatible with the massing of typical Over-the-Rhine storefronts is the treatment of the 

front entrance bay at 1828 Elm Street.  On OTR's historic mixed-use buildings, the bay of the storefront 

containing the entrance is typically the same width as the door itself (or sometimes a pair of doors).  In 

the rarer instances where the entry bay is wider than the door or doors, the doorway is always centered in 

the bay and flanked by sidelights of equal width.  By contrast, at 1828 Elm, the entrance bay has been 

made wider than the door itself, and the door has been justified to the right (and thus off-center) within 

the bay.  The resulting gap between the door and the leftmost framing pilaster of the bay has been filled in 

with a solid, tall and narrow rectangular prism of wood that recedes from the plane of the pilasters, but 

slightly less so than the plane of the front door itself.  The recessed mass is almost the same height and 

width as the adjacent pilaster, thus giving the two neighboring vertical elements an air of redundancy. 

Such treatment appears on OTR's historic shopfronts only where new entrances have been inserted 

through clumsy retrofits.  Here again, such cases should not be used as a template for the design of infill 

in OTR. 
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More fundamentally problematic regarding the massing of the base of 1828 Elm Street, however, 

is the fact that it has been designed to resemble a storefront when it belongs to a fully residential building.  

For a complete discussion of why this conflation is inappropriate and how it can be avoided, see the case 

study regarding 1616 Pleasant Street. 

Finally, the massing of the "top" must also be analyzed.  Here, the "middle" of the building's 

facade has essentially been capped with an I-beam, such that the outermost edge of each flange is 

approximately coplanar with the facade below, while the web is recessed from the plane of the "middle."  

As noted in Chapter 4 and in other case studies, a proper "top" component in Over-the-Rhine always 

consists of elements that are either coplanar with the facade below, or project outward from it.  Thus, the 

fact that the majority of the top element at 1828 Elm Street is recessed from the plane of the facade makes 

it incompatible with the massing of the tops of OTR's contributing historic buildings.  While the massing 

of the top at 1828 Elm fulfills the recommendation of the neighborhood's design guidelines for a "strong 

top element" insofar as it is of an appropriate height relative to the rest of the building, it is made 

inappropriate by the receding nature of its massing relative to the primary plane of the facade.  Here, as 

elsewhere, the massing of the "top" on this west-facing facade also defeats the dual purpose of the 

traditional entablature as a water-shedding device and a brise-soleil.   

Materials: 

The facade is clad primarily in a gray brick with a lustrous glaze.  For a discussion of a comparable 

application of similar brick, see the case study concerning the Stannary at 1514 Race Street.  Other 

portions of the facade -- especially the pilasters and architrave framing the "storefront" portion of the 

facade, are clad in gray metal panels.  For a discussion of a similar use of this material, see the case study 

on the residence at 1506 Race Street.   

Metal is also used in a noteworthy manner on two other parts of the main facade.   
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First, there is the "steel plate screen" that shields the ground-floor window, affording privacy to 

the front ground floor space of the interior despite the size of the opening.  While ground floor windows 

of historic townhomes are sometimes covered with iron bars in Over-the-Rhine, the plate screen does not 

resemble those devices in any respect.  Furthermore, the plate-glass windows of OTR's historic 

storefronts are never made visually impenetrable to the public, and it is in their very essence, as large 

display windows, to reveal the contents of the interior.  While the need for privacy and security in a 

residential ground floor space is undisputed, this is precisely why the storefront-type treatment of the 

ground floor is not logical for a single-family home in OTR.  The plate screen is simply a case of one 

architectural solecism being used to correct another and rendering a feature doubly inappropriate to the 

character of a neighborhood.  This misapplication of metal could have been avoided if the ground floor 

facade had been designed in a manner befitting a townhouse in OTR, rather than in imitation of a 

storefront. 

Second, metal is the material of the steel I-beam that serves as the "top" element of the building's 

facade.  While some of Over-the-Rhine's historic entablatures are made, in part or in full, of sheet metal, 

nowhere in OTR is there a historic building crested with a simple, naked beam.  The manner in which 

metal is used at the top of 1828 Elm Street is therefore inappropriate to the character of the neighborhood 

as well.     

Fenestration: 

The improper treatment of fenestration at the ground floor of the main facade of 1828 Elm Street has 

already been discussed above in the comments regarding the misapplication of the storefront motif to the 

front of a single-family townhouse in Over-the-Rhine.  However, it remains to discuss the fenestration at 

the level of the second floor on the main facade, and on the alley-facing rear facade. 

On the second floor of the main facade, there are three identical openings placed at even intervals, 

and therefore effecting the facade's division into three regular bays above the first floor.  The openings 
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have bilateral symmetry about their vertical axes, and are also placed so as to give bilateral symmetry to 

the entire middle portion of the facade about its central vertical axis.  Each aperture is taller than it is 

wide, with a proportion equal to or slightly greater than 2:1 -- matching the size and aspect ratio of the 

second-floor window openings on the neighboring historic facade of 1826 Elm Street.  The second-floor 

windows are also recessed into the reveals by several inches from the main plane of the facade.  All of 

these features are points of compatibility between the new building's fenestration and that of Over-the-

Rhine's historic fabric.  However, the second-floor windows themselves are an inappropriate choice.  

Whereas double-hung windows are standard on the facades of OTR's historic townhomes (and on the 

upper floors of the neighborhood's historic mixed-use buildings), the three second-floor windows on the 

main facade of 1828 Elm are single-pane, fixed-sash or casement windows.  For a discussion of why this 

is an inappropriate choice, see the case study on the Stannary at 1514 Race Street, or the case study of 

Mercer Commons.   

While rear facades are generally less visible than primary facades in Over-the-Rhine, the back of 

1828 Elm Street can be seen not only from a rear alley but also from a heavily trafficked public parking 

lot that serves Findlay Market customers.  A tall fence lines the back of the lot, but the rear facade 

remains partially visible from certain parts of these public areas, and the entire facade is essentially glass, 

divided by metal mullions and transoms into three large windows surmounted by transom windows.  Such 

a ratio of glass to solid wall is out of character with the publicly visible rear facades of OTR's historic 

fabric. 

Detail: 

Certain elements of detail have already been analyzed within the discussions of massing and materials.  

On the topic of detailing above and below windows, it should be noted that sills have been completely 

omitted, while openings are capped by soldier course "lintels."  For a discussion of why the omission of 

sills is inappropriate, see the case study on the Stannary.  And, as noted in other case studies, the soldier 

course lintel is not a tectonically appropriate application of brick, if compatibility with the 
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neighborhood’s load-bearing masonry buildings is to be achieved, since it would collapse unless 

supported by another hidden structure.  Details of this nature do not appear in Over-the-Rhine's historic 

fabric, and should not be employed in infill.  Another inappropriate application of the soldier course detail 

also appears between the middle and top of the main facade.  As noted in other case studies, the 

intersection between middle and top is never articulated in this way on OTR's historic masonry facades.  

The running bond pattern of the brick should have been continued all the way up to the top of the 

"middle" portion of the main facade, with no alternative pattern brick coursing interposed between middle 

and top.    
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Part 3: “Invention within a Style” Case Studies 

With the exception of the City Home project, all of the less-than-fully-appropriate examples of infill 

analyzed thus far have been more or less "Modernist" in their design.  This is because the tenets of 

Modernism have a great deal of overlap with the essential characteristics of Abstract Reference and 

Intentional Opposition.  It should not, however, be taken to suggest that all traditional approaches to the 

design of infill are automatically appropriate to historic neighborhoods.  As we will see in the following 

studies of cases that fall into the category of Invention within a Style, there are at least as many 

opportunities for inappropriateness in the design of traditional infill, and contrary to certain 

misconceptions, designing good traditional infill is neither easy, nor foolproof, nor a mere exercise in 

academic copyism.  In terms of outcomes, the main difference is that when Invention within a Style is 

done well, it does far more to reinforce a historic neighborhood's quality of place than even the very best 

examples of Abstract Reference.  Likewise, when done poorly, Invention within a Style can be just as 

injurious to the character of a historic setting as Intentional Opposition or inappropriately executed 

Abstract Reference.  In terms of the design process, the main difference is that Invention within a Style 

requires a much higher degree of attention to the nuances of context than the other three approaches to 

infill.  Indeed, Invention within a Style is the most difficult of all infill approaches to do well because it 

requires of the architect not only the mastery of a historic neighborhood's general patterns of massing, 

proportion, material usage, and fenestration, but also a profound grasp of its details.  It therefore also 

demands the patience to study historic buildings in their full complexity and the ability to suspend one's 

ego in order to design new buildings that blend seamlessly with their settings.  The reader should duly pay 

special attention to the following case studies, not only because they reveal that "traditional" interventions 

are not blameless in the ongoing destruction of OTR's sense of place, but also because they illustrate a 

body of principles to follow for truly appropriate infill in OTR.  While the appropriate examples 

highlighted below are inevitably fewer than the less appropriate ones, they serve as exemplary models for 
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genuinely context-sensitive design, and the others are no less instructive, for they are useful illustrations 

of practices to avoid. 

 

Figure 522: Map of Invention within a Style Case Studies.  (Image by the author.  Base map courtesy of Hamilton County, OH GIS.  
Available from https://cagis.hamilton-co.org/cagisonline/.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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Case Study 1: Spring Street Townhomes, 1336-1344 Spring Street 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Pendleton 

● Year of Construction: 2017 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

● Project Background: Construction of five contiguous new market-rate townhouses on a collection 

of five previously vacant standard parcels.  Each parcel is approximately 0.395 acres, and each 

townhouse was originally sold for approximately $700,000.461 

                                                           
461 Based on data available through public records of the Hamilton County, OH Auditor. 

Figure 523: Spring Street Townhomes, looking southeast.  (Source: Google street-view.  Available from 
https://www.google.com/maps/@39.1118857,-
84.5081816,3a,60y,146.84h,88.89t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sIEti5dCtYX9YnHXtAVaZVQ!2e0!7i16384!8i8192 .  Accessed Oct. 26, 
2021. 
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● Summary of context: The five parcels lie at the north end of the east side of the 1300-block of 

Spring Street, which is terminated by a dead end at its northern tip.  However, a public staircase 

allows pedestrians to climb uphill from the north end of Spring Street to East Liberty Street.  The 

site is therefore very close to the border between the Pendleton subarea of Over-the-Rhine and the 

Liberty Hill Historic District.  In any case, the given block of Spring Street is lined on both sides 

with many extant historic single-family homes (primarily doubles or freestanding residences) in 

the Italianate, vernacular Greek Revival, and French Second Empire styles.  Most of these 

historic residences are two bays wide and range in height from two to three-and-a-half stories.  

Four historic carriage houses also front the west side of the 1300-block of Spring Street.  This is a 

very rare case in OTR where front facades and carriage houses line the same street.   

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 

Height and Massing:  

In terms of height in stories, the Spring Street row houses are reasonably appropriate to the neighborhood.  

Each unit presents a two-story facade to the street, and an attic-level half-story is positioned toward the 

rear end of each townhouse.  However, the height of each level is less compatible with the floor-to-floor 

heights of Over-the-Rhine's historic residential and mixed-use buildings, the latter of which are generally 

greater than the former.  As a consequence, the facades of the Spring Street row houses are more squat 

and compressed in their appearance than the facades of typical two-story buildings in OTR -- similar to 

the case of the City Home project on Pleasant Street. 

In terms of massing, the Spring Street row houses largely fall short of achieving continuity with 

their historic setting.  Indeed, while the units are slightly taller than they are wide, the entire volume of 

each unit is uncharacteristically squat for the neighborhood, the inappropriate choice of floor-to-floor 

height having produced inappropriateness in massing as well.  There is also no consistent setback among 

the units, each townhouse facade either advancing or receding from that of its neighbor(s) -- emphasizing 

the part at the expense of the whole.  This incorrect emphasis is carried further into the massing of some 
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individual units, with two bays projecting outward from the third.  Furthermore, in the case of the two end 

units, the face of the bay containing the front door extends upward to a height of three stories instead of 

two, creating the impression that a small tower has been embedded within the facade of each of these 

units -- a device that further disrupts the continuity of massing.  In addition, the three center units each 

have a deep recess at ground level, which creates a covered area over the stoop of the front door -- a 

massing condition that is not found in any of OTR's historic residential buildings. 

And while all of the above shortcomings of compatibility in massing would be sufficient to 

prevent true cohesiveness between the Spring Street row houses and their context, the most inappropriate 

feature of massing has not yet been mentioned.  This, of course, is the massing at the top of each unit, 

where a violently projecting balcony is cantilevered over the main facade like an open drawer at the top of 

a dresser.  The cantilevered mass of each balcony floor is volumetrically simple (just a rectangular prism), 

and its thickness is approximately equal to the height of the frieze on a typical Italianate entablature in 

OTR.  And instead of being crowned by a cornice, each projecting balcony floor is enclosed by a parapet 

that adds further to the inappropriate top-heaviness of each unit's massing.  This farfetched allusion to 

OTR's Italianate entablatures renders the Spring Street row houses markedly inappropriate to the 

neighborhood in terms of massing.   

Materials: 

The primary material on the facades of the Spring Street row houses is brick, and this, in itself, is an 

appropriate choice -- especially given that bricks of standard size have been employed.  However, the 

quality of brick is that which suburban developers often employ when they wish to imbue their "product" 

with an old-timey feeling.  This effect is attributable to the rough-chiseled outlines of the bricks and the 

variety in their color, with some much darker than others -- suggesting historic methods of brick 

manufacturing.  The overall aim is to create the appearance of a patina, but the results are palpably 

contrived and inauthentic.  In reality, the historic masonry of OTR has held up quite well over time, and 

while it has had its overall texture roughened by weathering, the edges of OTR's historic bricks and the 
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mortar joints between them remain relatively crisp.  Likewise, few historic OTR buildings have such a 

variety of brick colors on their main facades.  Indeed, careful study reveals that the builders of OTR's 

historic fabric used the best bricks on the fronts of buildings, ensuring that their color and quality would 

be as uniform as possible on the most public facade while typically reserving bricks that were overbaked, 

misshapen, or oddly colored for the less visible rear and side facades. 

The other dominant exterior material is cast stone, and while there are some instances of 

Invention within a Style where cast stone has been used appropriately in OTR (to be examined in another 

case study below), the use of cast stone on the Spring Street row houses is generally incorrect for the 

setting.  First, the material is used as a veneer to create the appearance of a water table that comes right up 

to the sills of the ground floor windows.  As was noted in the study of 1506 Race Street, this treatment is 

nowhere to be found among OTR's historic buildings.  Indeed, while the faux water table pulled up to the 

window sill is common among sideload garages of McMansions, the limestone water tables of OTR's 

historic residential buildings never rise higher than the foundations themselves, usually terminating with a 

thick limestone string course that corresponds exactly to the level of the first floor plate.  This is because 

the water tables of OTR's historic fabric buildings are structural -- not simply cosmetic.  Moreover, the 

cast stone on the water tables of the Spring Street row houses is made even more inappropriate by its 

application in alternating bands of taller, smooth-faced courses and shorter, rough-faced courses -- a 

treatment that occurs nowhere on the water tables of OTR's historic fabric buildings. 

Cast stone has also been employed inappropriately to surround many of the first floor windows of 

the Spring Street row houses, not merely being used in the proper location of lintels but wrapping like a 

continuous frame around the tops and sides of some ground-floor openings. Such treatment is rarely 

found around the ground-floor windows of OTR's historic residential buildings, and where it does occur, 

the detailing is markedly different, as will be discussed in the section on detail below.  Elsewhere on the 

facades, cast stone is used more appropriately for simple lintels and sills, but the inappropriate elements 

of these features will also be analyzed in the section on detail. 
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The final major exterior material is wood, and this is applied primarily to the projecting masses of 

the rooftop terraces.  Because this feature itself has no place on any OTR facade, the use of wood for its 

cladding may also be deemed inappropriate a priori.  However, certain specific aspects of the manner in 

which wood has here been used must also be called out for their impropriety.  First, the highly visible 

undersides of the projecting terraces are surfaced in a tongue and groove wood with a natural stain and a 

lustrous varnish -- a finish that would be appropriate to the floor of a kitchen or the ceiling of a yacht, but 

not to the exterior of an OTR building. By contrast, the application of painted wood to the exposed 

vertical surfaces of the projecting rooftop terrace floor is at least appropriate for exterior use and 

somewhat resembles the painted wood on OTR's historic friezes.  However, this use of wood only 

reinforces the feature's status as an inappropriate adaptation of the typical OTR entablature.                   

Fenestration: 

As an instance of Invention within a Style, the Spring Street row house project represents an attempt at 

compatibility with the fenestration of OTR's historic fabric.  While this attempt falls short in numerous 

respects, it is important first to recognize the ways in which it succeeds.  It is appropriate that the 

windows of the facades are double-hung with clearly defined sash rails, stops, jambs, and brickmolds -- 

all of which are of a material which, if not wood, resembles the wood of those features on OTR's historic 

windows closely enough.  Following the example of OTR's typical historic residential buildings, many of 

the windows are also set within individual openings rather than in groups.  In addition, the height-to-

width ratio of most window openings is at least 2:1, and the ratio of window-to-wall/void-to-solid is 

generally commensurate with the ratios typically found on OTR's historic residential buildings.  In 

addition, each facade is divided more or less clearly into three bays, as is common among OTR's historic 

residential structures.  Finally, where openings are spanned by lintels, the lintels are wider than the 

openings themselves, resting on the brick in which the openings are set, in keeping with the structural 

logic of OTR's load-bearing masonry buildings. 
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The appropriateness of this building's fenestration breaks down where features that were meant to 

be context-sensitive were envisaged without adequate study of their historic counterparts.  Thus, while the 

facades are marked by many single window openings, as noted above, the three center townhouses are 

marked at their ground floors by excessively large openings that are too wide relative to their height and 

are filled with groups of three windows.  As already noted, it is rare to see three windows grouped like 

this on OTR's historic residential facades.  More common, though still relatively rare, is the pairing of two 

windows at ground level, and in those cases, the windows are always distinctly separated by a robust 

mullion of limestone or wood.  The mullions play the important role of subdividing a wider opening into 

smaller units with distinctly vertical aspect ratios and providing intermediate support to the masonry over 

a broad aperture.  Likewise, in the even rarer cases where triple windows appear on OTR's historic 

residential facades, such as the aforementioned Kirby Building on Vine Street, not only are the windows 

separated by mullions, but they are also covered, either individually or as a group, by arcuated masonry 

that further helps to carry the weight of the wall above the unusually wide opening.  By contrast, the triple 

windows on the Spring Street row houses are butted directly against each other with no mullions between 

them, and there is no hint of arcuation at their tops.  The effect is to give the facade the appearance of 

weakness and instability, and to give away that these units are simply clad in non-structural brick veneer. 

In the analysis of massing, it was noted that the three middle units include inappropriate recesses 

in their facades around the front doors.  The manner in which these openings are spanned is a matter of 

fenestration, and it should be noted here that two of these openings are spanned at their top in a way that 

is structurally implausible.  To wit, these recesses are covered by fake lintels that appear to rest on brick 

on one side of the opening, but have nothing supporting them on the other side, instead simply dying into 

the side of the neighboring unit.  A lintel that looks completely unsupported at one end betrays itself as a 

"stick-on" element with no structural function, thus destroying any sense of load-bearing masonry 

construction that a lintel veneer might otherwise convey.  Likewise, the same lintels in question are 

composed of two pieces of cast-stone with a conspicuous head-joint between them.  Such a design would 
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result in the immediate collapse of the wall above if applied to true load-bearing masonry construction.  In 

order to be stable, a true lintel must either be a solid piece or divided into properly-shaped voussoirs to act 

as a jack arch.  In either case, a lintel must also have adequate depth in order to span an opening in a 

masonry wall without failing.  Over some of the individual window openings on the facades of the Spring 

Street row houses, the cast stone lintels appear to meet all of these conditions, and they are therefore 

relatively convincing.  Had the designer used these correct elements consistently, it would have greatly 

enhanced the project's compatibility with the neighborhood.  Unfortunately, even some of the single 

window openings were outfitted with inappropriate lintels.  Indeed, while the second-floor windows at 

least have veneer lintels that appear to be one solid piece, they are so absurdly thin (having a depth just 

barely greater than the height of one standard brick) that they are not remotely plausible as structural 

lintels.  This occurs because the space between the tops of these windows and the undersides of the 

cantilevered rooftop decks has been made extremely short (contrary to the generous spandrels between 

upper windows and entablatures on OTR's historic facades).  Similarly, while the individual window 

openings have cast stone sills, these are of a thickness exactly equal to the height of one brick, and 

therefore look absurdly thin compared with the window sills of OTR's historic masonry buildings, which 

are almost always equal in thickness to the height of one and one half bricks. 

Detail: 

On the top, before any refinement of detail could be effectively achieved, it would first be necessary to 

"close the drawer" by eliminating the overhang of the rooftop terrace, thereby bringing the primary plane 

into proper alignment with the plane of the main facade.  
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Case Study 2: Pendleton Street Townhouses: 

 

Figure 524: Pendleton Street Townhomes, looking southwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Pendleton 

● Address: 1335, 1337, 1339 Pendleton Street (three contiguous units analyzed in the case study), 

and 1331 Pendleton Street (one additional unit separated from the other three by a historic 

building). 

● Year of Construction: 2015 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

● Project Background: Construction of four new townhouses at the north end of the west side of 

Pendleton Street, including a range of three contiguous residences and one additional new 

residence separated from the other three by a historic single-family home, which was also 

rehabilitated and sold as a fifth townhouse through the same project.   

● Summary of context: The 1300-block of Pendleton Street is parallel to Spring Street and very 

similar in character.  Like Spring Street, it reaches a dead end at its northern tip (where the 

subjects of this case study are located), and there is a public staircase that allows pedestrians to 

climb uphill to E. Liberty Street.  Pendleton Street shares Ray Alley with Spring Street.  The 

1300-block of Pendleton Street includes a variety of historic single-family homes and tenement 

buildings ranging in height from two to four stories.  A large portion of the west half of the block 

is also occupied by a surface parking lot that disrupts the street-wall.   The east side of the block 

is also marked by two taller historic buildings, including the seven-story apartment building at the 

southeast corner of Pendleton and Dandridge streets (the latter of which is a short and narrow 

dead-end street that runs perpendicular to the east edge of Pendleton Street), and a large four-and-

a-half story brick apartment building at the northeast corner of Pendleton and E. 13th streets.      

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 
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While very similar in many respects to the nearby Spring Street Townhomes above, the Pendleton Street 

Townhomes have been included as a separate case study primarily because of the unique issues involving 

the design of their "top" elements and the massing of the bays that encompass the front doors.  For a 

discussion of other design choices that compromise the appropriateness of this intervention, see the case 

study on the Spring Street Townhomes.  In brief, the two noted features of the project at hand are 

analyzed below according to: 

Massing: 

The "Top" 

Like the Spring Street Townhomes, the three townhouses on Pendleton Street have a clearly defined "top" 

component.  Unlike the Spring Street Townhomes, the "tops" in this case are not cantilevered over the 

"middles" like open drawers, and their primary planes are instead flush with the planes of the middles.  

The drawers have been closed, so to speak, and this is a major improvement in appropriateness over the 

noted design choice on Spring Street.  However, that choice has been overcorrected, and the "top" 

elements of the Pendleton Street Townhomes have instead been made too flat -- their only relief provided 

by strips of trim applied to form panels and frame the attic windows of each unit, and, at the top, boxy 

soffits that project too far to be left without the support of brackets.  The noted moldings are used to break 

up the massing of each top component into a base, middle, and top of its own, and while this may be 

appropriate to the neighborhood in theory, the treatment fails to establish compatibility with the 

neighborhood's historic entablatures in several important respects.  First, the top of each of the Pendleton 

Street Townhomes has something resembling a full architrave at its bottom.  By contrast, as noted in the 

discussion on the character of Over-the-Rhine's historic Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival 

Buildings, the standard historic entablatures in OTR omit all of the architrave except for the taenia band at 

the top -- especially in the case of mixed-use and all-residential fabric buildings.  The suggestion of a full 

architrave in the top of each townhouse in question is therefore inherently inappropriate.  Furthermore, 

even if it were appropriate to have a full architrave in these entablatures, the subdivision of the architrave 
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into panels is entirely inappropriate.  Such treatment is appropriate only to the frieze above an architrave, 

while the horizontality of the architrave itself is never disrupted by panels.  In addition, the entire "top" of 

each townhouse rests on a thin band of cast stone that separates the "entablature" from the brick wall of 

the "middle" below it.  Effectively, this cast-stone element plays the role of a taenia band set at the bottom 

of an architrave rather than at its top -- a solecism that compounds the impropriety of the entablatures.  

As for the frieze, while this element has been articulated on the spring street townhouses, the 

design does not achieve compatibility with its counterparts.  While it is appropriate that each frieze is 

coplanar with the brick wall of the "middle" of each facade, the height of the frieze is too great relative to 

that of the "cornice" above.  Given the obvious (albeit spurious) allusion to Over-the-Rhine's Italianate 

fabric in the design of the townhouses at hand, it is also inappropriate that the massing of the frieze does 

not include brackets.  Further inappropriate features of the frieze will be examined in the discussions of 

fenestration and detail. 

Finally, the "cornices" at the top of the entablatures are not only undersized in proportion to the 

friezes but also oversimplified in terms of their massing.  Rather than having a definite bed mold, corona, 

and cyma, the bed-mold has been either completely omitted, or rendered with a simple fascia board that 

appears to belong more to the frieze than to the cornice, and the corona and cyma have been more or less 

conflated, with gutters that cover almost the entire register of the soffit fascia. 

The Entry Bays 

As in the case of the Spring Street Townhomes, the bay encompassing the front door (i.e., the rightmost 

or northernmost bay of each facade) of each townhome in question on Pendleton Street is carved out with 

a deep recess that disrupts the primary plane of each facade.  The critical difference between this 

condition and its counterpart in the Spring Street Townhomes is that the recess extends upward through 

the second floor of each facade to accommodate a second-story loggia.  The presence of a deep two-story 

recess is even more inappropriate to the massing of an OTR residence than the one-story version of this 
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feature, and the effect on the Pendleton Street Townhomes is all the more unfortunate given that it 

undermines two major merits in the massing of the facades that are often lacking in other OTR infill 

projects: 1) the fact that all three of the townhouses are otherwise coplanar with each other, and 2) the fact 

that the three facades taken as a whole are collectively coplanar with the facades of the historic buildings 

that they abut to the south.  Had it not been for the insertion of the large two-story recesses, the Pendleton 

Street Townhomes would have been more effective at extending and continuing the existing street-wall 

along the block. 

Materials: 

The top component of each townhouse in Pendleton Street is made of wood, and while wood can be an 

appropriate material for an entablature in Over-the-Rhine, it is misapplied to the feature in question in 

several respects.  First, while the entablature of each of the Pendleton Street Townhomes is cast as a 

representation of those historic OTR entablatures that correspond to attic stories and have attic window in 

their friezes, most of the historic houses on Pendleton Street with attic stories are built with a simplified 

version of the feature, with brick continuing up through the register of the frieze, and a wood cornice 

resting on top.  It therefore would have been more appropriate to carry brick all the way up to a level 

collinear with the tops of the attic windows on the Pendleton Street Townhomes, using wood only for the 

cornices. 

Fenestration: 

As noted above, the "top" components of the Pendleton Street Townhomes are intended to be compatible 

with the entablatures that encompass attic stories on Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.  Regarding 

fenestration, the only correct aspect of the design in question is the placement of the attic windows in the 

frieze of the entablature.  However, these windows are nearly square in their proportions, while OTR's 

historic attic windows are always distinctly horizontal -- typically with an aspect ratio around 1:2.  The 

subdivision of each new attic window into four lights is another feature not found in any of its historic 
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counterparts within the neighborhood.  In general, the attic windows of the Pendleton Street Townhomes 

are too large, too numerous, and too close together to establish substantial compatibility with the patterns 

of attic windows found on OTR's contributing buildings.  In addition, the glazing of the attic windows is 

nearly flush with the surface of the friezes into which the windows are set, whereas typical windows in 

OTR are visibly set back within their reveals.  

Detail: 

The most saliently inappropriate choice in the detailing of the "tops" not already mentioned is the way in 

which the trim surrounding attic windows and clumsily articulating the three parts of each "entablature" 

has almost no variation in width or projection, and the way in which the thickest pieces are used to frame 

the windows.  The lack of variation in projection causes the "architrave" and "frieze" to appear as if they 

were subdivided into a grid by half-timbering -- a treatment not found on any traditional entablature in 

OTR.  In a traditional entablature, varied projection and profile in moldings is essential to creating a sense 

of differentiation among the constituent parts.  Thus, it is extremely inappropriate that the pieces of trim 

representing the bed mold, surrounding the windows, and separating the "frieze" from the "architrave" are 

all coplanar.  It is also inappropriate that such wide pieces of trim are used to frame the attic windows, 

when this is typically one of the thinner elements of finish carpentry on the neighborhood's historic 

entablatures. 
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Case Study 3: West 15th Street Townhouses: 

 

 

Figure 525: W. 15th Street Townhomes, looking northwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

● Project Address: 210-220 W. 15th St. (Phase I, analyzed in this case study) and 217-221 W. 15th 

St. (Phase II, not directly analyzed below, but similar in character)  

● Year of Construction: 2017 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

● Project Background: This project began with a developer’s acquisition of multiple vacant parcels 

and historic buildings along both the north and south sides of the block W. 15th Street between 

Elm Street and Central Parkway.  The subject of this case study is the first phase of associated 

new construction, which includes a series of five contiguous new townhouses along the north side 

of the given block.  A second phase of four similar new townhouses is to be built along the south 

side of the same block.  The development also involves the rehabilitation of a historic firehouse at 

the northeast corner of W. 15th St. and Central Parkway.  The developer-builder has designed 

houses for many Homearama shows in the Cincinnati area and has a history of engagement in 

suburban development -- a fact that is readily legible in the buildings that are the subject of this 

case study.  All new residences are market-rate and were sold to their initial buyers for over 

$600,000 each.462  (Demeropolis, "$10M townhomes project," 3/6/17) 

● Summary of context: The project site is located approximately one block north of Washington 

Park and Cincinnati Music Hall.  It is also situated near a stop on the Cincinnati Streetcar line.  

The site is also at the western edge of Over-the-Rhine, where OTR adjoins the West End. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

 

Height and Massing: 

                                                           
462 Tom Demeropolis, “$10M townhomes project coming to Over-the-Rhine,” Cincinnati Business Courier, Mar. 16, 2017, 
accessed Jan. 4, 2021, Over-the-Rhine gets $10M townhomes project - Cincinnati Business Courier (bizjournals.com).   
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While built all at once, this five-parcel intervention is divided into five distinct but contiguous volumes, 

each encompassing a townhouse.  In order to mimic the variation in heights that sometimes occurs among 

neighboring buildings in OTR when they were constructed at different times, each of the five noted 

volumes is of a different height than its neighboring unit(s), and all of these heights technically fall within 

the range of acceptable heights established by nearby historic fabric buildings.  In this sense, the heights 

of the intervention are appropriate to the context.  Likewise, since the mass of the building is subdivided 

into smaller units that are equal in width to the original parcels on which the project sits, the main facade 

is broken into five facades with typical aspect ratios for OTR's three-bay fabric buildings.  In addition, the 

depth of the intervention is comparable to that of OTR's typical historic fabric. 

It would seem, then, that this project is compatible with OTR with respect to its overall height 

and massing.  However, it is important to ask whether it is truly appropriate to simulate the appearance of 

a streetscape that has been developed one parcel at a time when the entire project was, in fact, completed 

at one time by one party.  While the introduction to these case studies included a thorough rebuttal against 

the ill-founded demands for certain forms of architectural "honesty," there are still certain respects in 

which a building should not misrepresent itself in order to fit into a neighborhood.  In the case at hand, 

the question to ask is whether it was necessary to give one building the false appearance of being five 

buildings in order to achieve compatibility with the neighborhood.  The answer is: "No."  Indeed, while 

many of OTR's historic blocks were developed one parcel at a time and naturally acquired a variety of 

heights and cornice lines in this way, some of the neighborhood's historic blocks or large portions of 

blocks were developed all at once -- including numerous residential buildings -- and in these cases, there 

was no contrived effort to create the illusion that the sites had been developed piecemeal.  Accordingly, 

these buildings have minimal variation in their height and massing along their facades that span multiple 

parcels.  One of the finest examples in OTR is the four-story Italianate building that occupies the string of 

seven parcels from 1408 to 1420 Main Street.  The ground floor is divided into seven shopfronts, and the 

upper three stories are subdivided into 21 bays of equal width, each bay containing a two-over-two 
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double-hung sash window.  Across the entire width of the facade, both the height of the building and the 

design of the entablature are completely consistent, and the building does not appear in any way out of 

scale or rhythm with its surroundings.  Of course, this example is a mixed-use building with ground-floor 

shops and apartments above, which is not the same program as the project in question.  What about 

historic examples of attached single-family homes built together, with no flats or commercial uses in the 

mix? As it happens, OTR has very few historic examples of five or more attached single-family 

townhouses built simultaneously.  In fact, a very thorough search for such an example has yielded only 

one instance: the range of six vernacular Greek Revival townhouses on the south side of Magnolia Street 

in the Washington Park subarea -- just one block south of the project in question.  In their massing, 

fenestration, and detailing, these six conjoined row houses could not be more uniform.  Together, their 

masses form a simple rectangular prism that is two stories in height and capped with a continuous cornice 

and a continuous side-gabled roof.  Each townhouse is two bays wide, and all bays are of equal width.  

The material on all facades is brick, and the only original feature punctuating the separation of units is the 

placement of downspouts in alignment with the party walls.  Only in more recent times have the facades 

of the units been painted different colors to place greater emphasis on their individuality -- but this choice 

could always be reversed and does not compromise the inherent cohesiveness of massing and all other 

aspects of design across the group.  The effect of this design is the powerful force of unity that is so 

characteristic of OTR's historic fabric.  The conditions along Magnolia Street are also largely analogous 

to those along the block where the project of this case study is located.  For all of these reasons, the 

Magnolia Street row houses would have been the best model for the massing of a new project comprising 

five townhouses built at one time.   

But the Magnolia Street row houses are not the only historic example in OTR that could have 

been used as an appropriate model for the massing of the intervention in question.  Among OTR's historic 

groupings of contiguous townhouses built at once, it is more common to find a range of three houses 

conjoined at party walls, each home having a width of two or three bays.  This configuration may be 
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referred to laconically as a "triple," and, as it turns out, one of the most exemplary instances in OTR is 

right around the corner from the subject of this case study: the brick Italianate triple at 1431, 1433, and 

1435 Elm Street.  Notably, all three units are of equal height -- three full stories with an attic story built 

into the entablature, which is also continuous in height and design across the combined breadth of the 

townhomes.  Together, the three historic residences form one simple volume, where the separateness of 

the units is not exaggerated through overblown differentiation of features or materials.  The Elm Street 

facade comprises seven bays of identical width, with consistent materials and detailing across the entire 

breadth of the facade.  Two bays are given to two townhouses, and three bays are given to the third.  The 

divisions among the three units are again expressed in a subtle traditional manner by scuppers and 

downspouts aligned with the party walls.  Throughout OTR, there are many similar examples comprising 

two units, and it is not unusual to see a grouping of two double townhouse structures adjacent to one 

single townhouse.  This is the most common manner in which rows of five attached residential 

townhouses were historically built in OTR.  In such cases, five parcels were essentially developed in three 

phases -- not one at a time or all at once.  Also in such cases, there was frequently a deliberate effort to 

coordinate heights, cornice lines, materials, and details as much as possible among the separately 

developed neighboring parcels, resulting in minimal difference among those elements.   

There are also extremely few examples in OTR where five or more contiguous townhouses were 

built individually, at different times, with significant differences in height, cornice line, material, and 

detailing between each house and its immediate neighbor(s).  The only place where this occurs is along 

the 1200 block of Elm Street overlooking the west side of Washington Park, and the location of this 

anomaly is not a coincidence, as the context of these homes is like no other within OTR.  Indeed, not only 

do these homes face a major city park, but they also share the block with Cincinnati Music Hall, the 

Hamilton County Memorial Building, and the former St. John's Unitarian Church.  The unusual variety of 

uses and scales along the block begot an unusual eclecticism of residential facades.  Once again, 

exceptions to the rule should not be exploited to justify infill projects whose massing is not compatible 
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with the typical historic fabric of the neighborhood, unless the context of the proposed intervention is 

similarly exceptional -- which it is not, in the case at hand.  In typical cases where five single-family 

homes were built in a row in OTR by five different parties, they were constructed as freestanding houses 

with narrow gaps between them rather than being attached along party walls.  Good examples occur along 

the 1400 block of Broadway Street.   

In sum, regardless of whether the project in question should have been designed to reflect the fact 

that it was built all at once, its massing has been shown to be inappropriate.  One way or another, an 

agglomeration of five attached but strongly differentiated townhouses is simply not of a piece with OTR's 

fabric.  As we have seen, a highly context-sensitive massing scheme would have taken the Magnolia 

Street row houses as its model.  Likewise, another context-sensitive scheme would have been to subdivide 

the project into three contiguous masses, with two double townhouses attached to a single townhouse.  

Equally context-sensitive (but less economical) would have been to construct the project in the form of 

five close-set but non-contiguous single-family residences (each facade still spanning only two or three 

bays in width).  Other permutations of these two schemes also occur frequently along OTR's historic 

streetscapes, such as a string of three freestanding single-family homes next to a pair of conjoined 

townhouses, or two double townhouses with one freestanding house between them.  Such schemes would 

also be more appropriate than the massing of the given project, which fails to achieve consonance with 

the true massing patterns among OTR's historic groupings of single-family homes.  It should also be 

noted here that there were many different options for massing that would have been far more appropriate 

to the setting of the project than what was ultimately proposed, approved, and built.  Designers and 

developers frequently make the claim that they are hamstrung by OTR's guidelines, and that they are left 

with no opportunity to exercise creativity or agency.  This is simply not true. 

Another aspect of massing that must be addressed is the vertical tripartition into a clearly defined 

base, middle, and top.  The infill project on W. 15th Street is technically divided into these three parts, 

and in some respects, the results are relatively successful.  In particular, the middle portions of the facades 
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have appropriate aspect ratios for their two- or three-story heights (depending on the unit).  Indeed, while 

many of OTR's infill structures have inadequate floor-to-floor heights that give their mid-sections a 

square aspect ratio relative to the corresponding sections of OTR's historic facades, the floor-to-floor 

heights and spandrel heights have been set correctly here.  Likewise, the "tops" of the new townhomes are 

actually articulated as entablatures and are generally of an appropriate height in proportion to the middle.  

One shortcoming of the entablatures, however, is that while the heights of units vary along the row, the 

heights of the entablatures are static.  By contrast, among OTR's historic facades, taller buildings usually 

have proportionately taller entablatures.  In addition, while the entablatures on the W. 15th Street 

townhouses are subdivided into constituent parts, the massing of these parts is greatly oversimplified and 

abstracted, and the massing of one component is not always correctly proportioned to the massing of 

another.  Thus, while the "top" elements of this project more closely approach an appropriate massing 

than many "top" elements we have seen in previous case studies, they still fall short of true compatibility 

with OTR's historic fabric, and the reasons for this will be further analyzed below in the section on detail. 

More problematic than the treatment of the "top" is the treatment of the "base."  Indeed, the new 

townhouses have been designed in such a way that their first floors are elevated one full level of the 

sidewalk, resting on a rusticated one-story base that is articulated like an above-ground basement, of sorts.  

The treatment somewhat resembles the design of Brownstones in Manhattan or Brooklyn, or of 

townhouses in Chicago's Gold Coast, where the first floor of the primary residence is gained by almost a 

full flight of front steps, and the lowly undercroft is euphemistically marketed as a "garden apartment."  

However, to the extent that such a reference was intended, the massing of the base is incorrect, for in the 

classic examples mentioned, the ground floor is almost never fully above ground, and the first floor of the 

main residence is almost never elevated quite so high above the sidewalk.  On the contrary, historic 

"garden" levels are usually sunken below the sidewalk by at least a few steps, requiring entry by descent 

into a shallow cour anglaise while also reducing the ascent to the front door of the overlying townhouse.  

Scores of such examples may readily be found along Clark Street and North Sedgwick Street in Chicago's 
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Lincoln Park, and along Clinton Street in Brooklyn Heights.  Townhouses with this relationship of base to 

middle also appear in other nearby neighborhoods of Cincinnati, as seen along Louden Street on Mount 

Adams.  Most troubling of all, however, is that such examples of massing are virtually nonexistent in 

Over-the-Rhine itself.  Indeed, within OTR, the ground floors of townhouses are rarely set more than 

three or four steps above the sidewalk, and if any portion of the basement level is exposed, it is only 

enough to accommodate a small window aboveground – almost never enough to allow direct access from 

the sidewalk to the basement level.  The elevated garden-levels of the W. 15th St. townhouses therefore 

have no place in OTR, and the effect of this solecistic base massing is to give the intervention the look of 

a movie set for a film meant to take place in New York -- not an appropriate extension of Cincinnati's 

preeminent historic neighborhood.  It is features like this that continue to fuel Modernists' arguments 

against Invention within a Style -- especially in OTR.               

Materials: 

The primary exterior material for the project is brick, and the selection of masonry is appropriate to the 

neighborhood.  It is neither of the builder-grade quality seen on the City Home townhouses, nor of the 

deliberately ersatz historic quality seen on the Spring Street townhouses.  Instead, the brick employed has 

consistently crisp and straight edges, and there is no contrived effect of old-timey piquage through the 

gratuitous use of occasional burnt-looking bricks.  These qualities are admirable for their appropriateness 

and should be taken as examples to follow in future infill projects.  However, for reasons discussed in the 

preceding section on massing, the use of a different brick color on the facades of adjacent units creates a 

level of contrast between neighboring attached houses that is out of character for OTR.  Among the five 

units, there are three colors of exposed brick (red, orange, and brown), while one of the units has its brick 

painted a beige color.  A uniform brick color would have rendered the project far more compatible with 

the fabric of OTR, and the orange brick would have been the most context-sensitive choice to use across 

all five facades.  The best post hoc solution to this condition would be to paint all of the facades in one 
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color.  This would certainly help to counteract the overwrought variation of height and massing among 

the units. 

Along the "garden-level" base floors, the facade is clad in a cast stone veneer that vaguely 

resembles limestone.  However, the veneer blocks have essentially the same height and width as typical 

concrete masonry units (CMUs) and they are laid in a running bond.  As a consequence, the ground-level 

facades have the appearance of a concrete block wall with a slightly upgraded finish.  Regarding the 

choice of this material for the ground level, the first problem is the simple fact that it is a different 

material from that which clads the facades of the floors above.  Indeed, as has been noted, the ground 

floors of OTR's single-family townhouses are never differentiated by material from the upper floors.  

Typically, the entire facade of such a building in OTR is of brick from the top of the foundation to the 

bottom of the entablature.  Second, to the extent that the ground floors of the W. 15th St. townhomes are 

intended to mimic the foundation walls rather than the ground-floor walls of OTR's historic townhouses, 

the selection of CMU-like cast stone is still inappropriate, as it is a far cry from the long, rough-faced 

pieces of limestone or fieldstone that mark the foundations of those buildings.   

In any case, cast stone is also employed more appropriately on the upper levels of the new 

facades, where it is used for the lintels and sills of individual window openings and for the labels over 

front doorways.   

The last prevalent exterior material on the project at hand is wood, which is primarily employed 

in the entablatures.  And while the entablatures fail to establish continuity with OTR's historic fabric 

because of their cartoonish detailing, their material is not, in itself, an inappropriate choice.  Likewise, the 

use of wood on the bay windows is also context-sensitive.       

Fenestration: 

In some of the most important respects, the fenestration of the W. 15th Street townhouses is compatible 

with Over-the-Rhine.  First, it is a credit to the project that most of its individual window openings have a 
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proportion of height to width that is slightly greater than 2:1.  Indeed, while many designers assume that a 

2:1 proportion guarantees that window openings will be compatible with OTR's character, even casual 

observation quickly reveals that proportions slightly greater than 2:1 are more common in OTR -- 

especially on its Italianate residential buildings and the upper floors of its Italianate mixed-use buildings.  

It is also appropriate that the typical windows are of a one-over-one, double-hung sash design.  

Furthermore, except where the pattern of fenestration is disrupted by bay windows, each facade is 

subdivided equally into bays, each with a single typical window in its center, as is common among OTR's 

fabric buildings.  It should also be noted that while the bay windows are problematic for the project's 

compatibility with the neighborhood in terms of massing, the fenestration of these features as such is 

generally correct for the context, with its three appropriately proportioned double-hung windows -- a 

wider window in the center, and a narrower window on each of the chamfered sides. 

However, numerous choices in the design of fenestration contribute to the project's sense of 

disjuncture from Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric.   

First, while it is appropriate that each facade is clearly subdivided into bays with consistent 

vertical alignment of openings from floor to floor, the five facades are not divided into bays of equal 

width or number, producing a varied rhythm of fenestration across the whole composition.  And since all 

five townhouses have the same width, the division of some facades into three bays and others into four 

leaves the latter with an appearance of overcrowded fenestration that is generally out of character with 

OTR. 

Second, there are horizontal openings filled with louvered vents centered in the wall above each 

window at the top level of each unit's main facade.  Given the proportions of these openings and their 

placement in rows near the top of each facade, the feature appears to be a reference to the attic windows 

found in the upper half-stories of many Italianate OTR buildings.  However, the position of these 

openings is entirely inappropriate.  Wherever attic windows appear in OTR's historic fabric, they are not 

located in the wall below the entablature but within the entablature -- specifically, within the register of 
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the frieze.  The placement of this feature is a detriment to the project's credibility as a context-sensitive 

intervention. 

In addition, while it is appropriate that the openings around the windows and doors are spanned 

by lintels that are wider than the openings themselves, some of the townhomes have simple lintels over 

their apertures with an excessive depth-to-span ratio, appearing oversized with a depth equal to the height 

of about three and a half brick courses when the maximum height is usually three brick courses for a lintel 

over a single window opening in OTR.  (These comments do not apply to the more elaborate decorative 

lintels, labels, and window hoods of OTR, which are often deeper or taller than simple lintels, but still do 

not appear oversized because they are subdivided into components.)  Also, as noted in the case of the 

Spring Street townhouses, the labels over the front doors on the project at hand are applied in two pieces 

with a conspicuous head joint between them -- precluding any semblance of trabeated or arcuated load-

bearing masonry.            

Detail: 

This project presents the first opportunity within the case studies to examine the detailing of a "top" 

element in depth.  The reason is that it is the first intervention we have seen thus far with anything 

resembling an Italianate entablature.  For a detailed discussion of the character and essential attributes of 

the Italianate entablature in Over-the-Rhine, review the pertinent part of the rubric for compatibility with 

OTR’s Italianate architecture in Chapter 4. 

At the macro level, the entablatures of the W. 15th Street townhouses comprise most of the 

required parts: in each case, there is a frieze resting on a taenia band, and a projecting corona supported 

by brackets.  However, certain essential elements are completely missing from the entablatures.  Most 

inappropriate of all, the cymatium at the top of the corona has been eliminated and replaced by a simple 

coping that acts as a drip edge.  The basic utilitarian function of the cymatium is thus retained, but its role 

as an elegant visual terminus has been ignored.  Likewise, while most of the entablatures have a strip of 
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wood representing the taenia band at the bottom, this piece is invariably a simple fillet, drastically 

reducing a sense of true compatibility with the neighborhood's historic entablatures.  In addition, while 

there are brackets with reasonably appropriate profiles, they are positioned too close together, without any 

regard to the typical patterns of bracket spacing described above, and they are without any refinement of 

detail in elevation.  Finally, the bed-mold -- an essential part of the Italianate cornice, as explained in 

Chapter 4 -- has been completely eliminated, leading to a harsh and abrupt transition from frieze to 

cornice.  Together, the noted design choices have produced entablatures that look like blocky caricatures 

of their historic counterparts in Over-the-Rhine.  The fact that the new is here clearly distinguishable from 

the old does not in any way contribute to the preservation of OTR's character or sense of place -- it 

diminishes them. 

A final inappropriate choice in detailing appears at the bottoms of the bay windows.  Indeed, 

while there is a molding at the top of the cast-stone base level of the facades, and a molding at the bottom 

of each bay window, these two moldings do not align.  Instead, the lower molding of each window sits 

just above the string course at the top of the base floor.  By contrast, wherever similar conditions appear 

on OTR's historic facades, the molding at the bottom of the bay window is in the same register as the 

string course and typically has the same molding, such that the string course simply continues around the 

base of the bay window -- a far more elegant and skillful merging of those two parts.  Furthermore, most 

bay windows above the ground floor on historic OTR facades are supported from below by either console 

brackets or a flared corbel (in oriel fashion, made of wood or metal).  Unfortunately, the bay windows on 

the W. 15th Street townhouses are simply cantilevered outward from the facades with no additional 

support from below, creating an appearance of instability and incompleteness that is incompatible with 

OTR's historic bay and oriel windows, except where such features have been unduly altered or 

insensitively replaced.  
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Case Study 4: Elm Street Townhouses, 1501-1517 Elm Street 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

● Project Address: 1501-1507 Elm Street 

● Year of Construction: 2016 

● Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

 

Figure 526: Elm Street Townhomes, looking northwest.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Project Background: Range of seven market-rate townhomes built on previous site of non-

contributing building that formerly housed the Samuel W. Bell Home for the Sightless.  The 

building was already vacant prior to the initiation of the development in question, but was 

demolished to make way for the townhomes. 

● Summary of context: The 1500-block of Elm Street is a block north of Washington Park and very 

close to Cincinnati Music Hall.  The project in question occupies a large segment of the west side 

of the block, but there still remains a historic three-story mixed-use building, four bays wide, to 

its immediate north.  The east side of the block has an entirely intact street-wall of historic 

buildings, including a combination of single-family houses, mixed-use buildings, and apartment 

buildings ranging in height from two-and-a-half to four stories. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness 

Height and Massing: 

The height of the project is generally appropriate, as it ranges from two to three stories, with three-story 

units at the ends of the range and a consistent two-story height for the five middle units.  While there are 

often concerns about infill being too tall in Over-the-Rhine, this project may, if anything, have a tendency 

toward being too short.  Indeed, the shortest historic buildings nearby are two-and-a-half stories, and 

those are less common in the immediate context than buildings ranging from three-and-a-half to four 

stories in height.   

In some respects, the massing of this project is appropriate.  To be sure, the building is composed 

of volumes that are taller than they are wide, and the massing of each unit is generally consistent with that 

of its neighbor(s), the only differentiation occurring between the end units and middle units, which, in 

concept, is not out of character with OTR's urban form. 

What is atypical for Over-the-Rhine, however, is the stepping back and forth of massing along the 

five middle units of the project's main (Elm Street) facade, such that the street-wall along the facades of 

the seven townhomes is defined by an alternation of advancing and receding planes, rather than the single, 
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continuous plane that would normally be seen along a stretch of the given length in OTR.  The receding 

planes are all one bay wide, and they are interspersed between advancing volumes that are three bays 

wide.  Since each unit is four bays wide along Elm Street, this means that the facade of each of the five 

middle units consists of one receding bay next to three advancing bays.  In this way, each receding bay 

forms a volumetric hyphen that punctuates the separation between neighboring units.  As we have seen in 

previous case studies and in Chapter 4, such distinctions in massing do not appear among strings of 

attached townhouses in OTR, and this treatment of massing is duly inappropriate to the district.  

Nevertheless, the overall consistency in massing from one unit to another is, in itself, more of a piece with 

OTR than the contrived agglomeration of different masses found in the above case study on the W. 15th 

Street townhouses. 

It must also be noted that while the "hyphen" effect should have been eliminated from the 

massing such that the facades of all seven townhouses would have been coplanar on Elm Street, such a 

change in massing would give each of the five middle facades a square or horizontal disposition that is 

rare in OTR, since each facade would no longer be broken into one-bay and three-bay portions with 

distinctly vertical aspect ratios.  To give a vertical emphasis to these facades while eliminating the 

variation in setback, it would be necessary to add a third story to these units.  Indeed, most of the nearby 

historic buildings with a four-bay width and a continuous facade plane are at least three stories tall, as 

seen on several historic buildings just around the corner from the project in question on the south side of 

Odeon Street.  It is precisely this ratio of height in stories to the number of bays in width that provides 

those buildings with their character-defining verticality.   

Finally, the massing of the project must be evaluated with respect to its vertical tripartition into 

base, middle, and top.  In general, the handling of these elements is appropriate.  The base is articulated as 

a separate element between the ground plane and the first floor plate -- thus corresponding to the above-

grade portion of the foundation, as is typical of Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings with fully residential 

programs.  In addition, the bases are of a proper height for townhouses in OTR, allowing the front doors 
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to sit four steps above the sidewalk -- a praiseworthy instance of sensitivity to context.  Likewise, the 

articulated middles properly occupy the register of each facade between the foundation and the bottom of 

the entablature.  And, indeed, the tops of the units are generally articulated by an entablature in the 

Italianate tradition, more or less correctly proportioned in its height to that of the middle, but perhaps 

slightly heavier than typical for the district.  In terms of massing, the greatest shortcoming of the top lies 

in its total omission from the receding one-bay masses, such that the entablature is interrupted wherever 

there is a break in massing.  Over the one bay portions, the "middle" extends higher, into the proper 

register of the "top," and is capped by a small and simple metal coping that acts as a drip-edge. Such 

intermittent and rhythmic disruptions in an entablature are completely out of character with the patterns 

set by OTR's historic groupings of contiguous townhomes (as noted in the case study on the W. 15th 

Street townhouses), and the feature is a detriment to the compatibility of the Elm Street townhouses with 

their surroundings.          

Materials: 

Overall, the materials used on this project are appropriate.  While the water table is clad in a cast stone, its 

coloring and rough-faced treatment render it more compatible with the fieldstone foundations of Over-

the-Rhine than many of the other cast-stone varieties discussed in previous case studies.  If the cast-stone 

units had been longer, rather than having the same length and height as standard CMUs, it would have 

helped to establish a greater sense of compatibility with typical base materials for OTR's all-residential 

historic buildings.  In any case, cast stone is also used appropriately and to reasonably good effect for the 

lintels over window and door openings, and for window sills.  These features will be examined more 

closely in the section concerning detail. 

The use of brick on the "middle" portion of each facade is also inherently appropriate; however, 

at least two or three colors of brick are used on different segments of the collective facade along Elm 

Street, and a single brick color all the way across would have been more in keeping with the 

neighborhood's character (especially in combination with a continuous facade plane).  In addition, there is 
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a subtle but significant misapplication of brick along the vertical edges of window and door openings. 

Here, the openings are trimmed with a column of headers that project slightly outward from the plane of 

the facade.  A more appropriate treatment is to carry the running bond of the brick facade all the way to 

the vertical edges of the openings, without any change in pattern or plane.  The treatment found on this 

project is a hallmark of contemporary suburban construction and should be excluded from infill in Over-

the-Rhine. 

In addition, wood is applied appropriately insofar as it is used for the entablature.  Likewise, the 

externally visible window elements, such as jambs, brick molds, sash, and muntins have the appearance 

of wood, as is appropriate to the setting.   

Unfortunately, a fiber cement lapped siding has been used to clad the north third-floor side facade 

of the unit at the south end, and the south third-floor side facade of the unit at the north end (i.e., the side 

facades that bookend the rooftop decks of the five center units).  Since these facades are visible from the 

sidewalk and the street, the material marks a conspicuous discontinuity in the brick -- subverting any 

impression of true load-bearing masonry construction, and reinforcing the out-of-place suburban character 

of the project. 

Fenestration: 

The fenestration on this project is reasonably compatible with that of OTR's historic residential buildings.  

Indeed, the window openings have an aspect ratio slightly greater than 2:1, achieving a vertical emphasis 

befitting Italianate design.  The seven facades are composed of bays of more or less equal width, a single 

window opening centered in each one.  Openings are vertically aligned from floor to floor, and the only 

door openings are for the front doors of each unit; there are no upper floor doors or projecting balconies.  

Window heights and widths are also generally consistent across each level.  The apertures for the front 

doors are also appropriately designed, as they are neither excessively squat nor attenuated, and are just tall 

enough to accommodate a door surmounted by a transom and a transom window.  Nor have the door 
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openings been treated as deep recesses within the facade.  In addition, the spans of frieze between 

brackets on the entablatures have been given louvered vents that correspond in size, shape/proportion, and 

position to the attic windows found on some of OTR's Italianate residential buildings.  This treatment 

stands in stark contrast to the inappropriate placement of similar vents on the facades of the W. 15th 

Street townhouse project.  None of the above marks of appropriateness are difficult to achieve, but they 

are all too rare among OTR's infill buildings, and they are to be commended. 

The most salient mark of inappropriateness in this project's fenestration is the use of triple-hung 

windows on the upper floors of the five center units.  (The two end units, it should be noted, are outfitted 

with two-over-two double-hung sash windows that do fit the neighborhood.)  These triple-hung windows 

are intended to resemble double-hung windows surmounted by transom windows.  However, while 

historic versions of this motif always include a transom bar separating the double-hung window from the 

transom window, the latter of which is always a hopper or jalousie window, the windows on the Elm 

Street project have no transom bar, and the so-called transom window is just another sliding sash, albeit 

much shorter than the two below it.  While triple-hung windows do appear in certain historic American 

buildings (e.g., Monticello), they do not occur in OTR's historic Italianate residential fabric.  Moreover, 

the noted affectation of transom windows is inappropriate in itself, since the double-hung windows of 

OTR's historic Italianate residential facades are never surmounted by transom windows anyway.  It would 

have been more appropriate, then, to fill all of the openings on the building in question with taller double-

hung sash windows. 

A note must also be added regarding the division of lights in the windows of the Elm Street 

townhouses.  While the division of each sash into two lights is certainly typical of the Italianate buildings 

in Over-the-Rhine, it is not essential to the character of the Italianate, and there are also many Italianate 

OTR buildings with one-over-one sash windows.  Accordingly, the one-over-one double-hung window -- 

still very much in use today -- is a point of true continuity between the building traditions of the late 

nineteenth century and the present, and such continuities should be embraced as much as possible in the 
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design of infill for OTR.  The new two-over-two windows on the Elm Street townhouses smack of 

reproduction, while one-over-one windows would have been equally of their place without inviting the 

criticism that they were not of their time.  While such criticisms should not deter designers, clients, or 

preservation commissions from selecting purportedly anachronistic features when they are the only 

elements that will render a building compatible with its setting, nor should those parties go out of their 

way to favor old-timey features when they are not needed to ensure a building's compatibility with its 

historic context.  When they do, they miss an opportunity to rebut the naysayers of Invention within a 

Style by emphasizing continuity rather than rupture in our building traditions.  

Finally, while the openings are commendable for their appropriate size, shape, and rhythm, they 

have been placed quite close together and appear crowded relative to the window openings on many 

typical fabric buildings in Over-the-Rhine.  Although the spacing of windows on the Elm Street 

townhouses can be found on historic buildings in OTR, including the building directly across the street at 

1500 Elm, those buildings are designed with a more thoroughgoing attenuation of proportions (including 

taller floor heights and windows) that counteract any sense of overcrowding in the horizontal dimension.  

Window spacing for this project should therefore have been based on the fenestration of historic OTR 

buildings with similar floor-to-floor heights and windows of similar width and height -- not simply taken 

from the nearest building without reference to its other features and proportions.   

Detail: 

On Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings, detail plays an especially important character-defining role where 

two materials meet; at the junctions between base, middle, and top; and in the elements of the entablature 

itself.  Accordingly, it is particularly in those locations that detail is important to the success of Invention 

within a Style as a mode of infill design for OTR. 

On the facades of the Elm Street townhouses, there are several places where cast stone meets 

brick.  The first of these is also the datum line where base meets middle, and the transition is marked by a 
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smooth string course of cast stone that separates the rough-faced block of the foundation from the brick of 

the first and upper floors.  The face of the string course projects moderately from the plane of the base 

and middle, and has a simple profile consisting of a large fillet topped by a chamfer of equal height at a 

45-degree angle.  While the string course is reasonably compatible with its counterparts on historic OTR 

buildings, the appropriateness could have been enhanced by reducing the projection of the molding and 

reducing the height of its chamfered portion. 

Other interfaces between cast stone and brick occur where lintels and sills are set into the wall 

above and below openings.  As for the sills, their detailing is inconsistent with comparable historic 

features in the neighborhood.  They are treated as lug sills -- a feature that is foreign to the language of 

OTR's historic fabric.  They also have a wash with an exaggeratedly steep pitch.  By contrast, most 

window sills on OTR's fabric buildings are extremely simple, having a wash with a shallow pitch that is 

barely perceptible, and projecting just far enough from the facade of the building to shed water.  

Accordingly, they read as rectangular prisms of limestone.  In the cases of slightly more ornate treatment, 

the sills project a bit farther from the face of the wall and are supported by small corbels that are spaced 

wider than the window opening itself.  Thus, while lug sills are found on many historic buildings, their 

use on the Elm Street townhouses is inappropriate to the neighborhood.  This is what happens when infill 

is designed on the basis of vague and generalized concepts of typical historic features rather than on the 

basis of a close study of how those features are actually articulated in the setting of a specific project. 

Regarding the sills in question, it should also be noted that they are composed of two pieces with 

a visible head joint between them.  Over-the-Rhine's historic sills are always of one piece, and the 

cobbling together of sills on the neighborhood's new buildings is not appropriate.          

As for the lintels on the project in question, those on the five center townhouses are smooth and 

simple, and they are wider than the openings, creating the appearance of trabeated load-bearing masonry.  

In these respects, the lintels of the center units are appropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine.  

However, the lintels have been made to project slightly from the face of the brick walls into which they 
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are set, while the smooth and simple lintels of this kind are typically flush with the brick where they are 

found on OTR's historic buildings.  This difference may be small in measure, but it has a significant 

impact on the building's sense of compatibility with OTR's character. 

On the two three-story end units of the project in question, the lintels are made taller than those 

found on the five center units, with a height equal to five brick courses instead of four.  On each of these 

lintels, the upper two-fifths are occupied by a cap molding that projects farther outward than the rest of 

the simple lintel below, and has a compound, rounded profile that can be described as a torus on top of a 

conge molding, with a smooth transition rather than a fillet between the two.  While it is common for 

simple lintels in Over-the-Rhine to be made slightly taller and capped with a molding that adds a bit of 

detail and refinement, the moldings in those historic cases are never as bulbous or simple in profile as 

those seen on the end units of the Elm Street project.  Rather, in historic instances, the moldings usually 

have a thin fillet at bottom and top, and often an ovolo or cyma-reversa molding between them, about half 

the height of the bulky torus moldings found on the project at hand.  (The torus molding at top is also an 

irrational (hence, nontraditional) choice, since it precludes the functioning of the cap molding as a drip 

edge over the face of the lintel, and actually promotes the erosion of the lintel by encouraging capillary 

action of water along its entire surface.)  Most important, where the simple lintels of OTR's historic 

buildings are topped with a cap molding, the molding always projects outward from the vertical edges of 

the lintel at approximately a 45-degree angle, like a cornice writ small, and returns into the face of the 

brick wall to the left and right of the lintel.  By contrast, the lintel caps in question are inelegantly lopped 

off at a 90-degree angle rather than returning into the brick wall.  This crude treatment produces an 

unfinished look that has no analog among historic lintels in OTR. 

Finally, the detailing of the project's entablatures must be analyzed.  While many of the features 

receive sharp criticism below, it should be kept in mind that the entablatures of this project are the 

second-most appropriate instance of the feature among all infill projects analyzed in this entire series of 

case studies.  This evaluation of relative success should not be taken as an endorsement of what has been 
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done, but as an indicator of the deficit of context-sensitive design among recent interventions in Over-the-

Rhine, and especially those that fit into the category of Invention within a Style.  The only infill project 

whose entablature deserves to be deemed appropriate on its own merit is the nearby building at 1424 Elm 

Street, which will be the subject of another case study below. 

In any case, the entablatures of the Elm Street townhouses in question have the merit of being 

properly tripartite, with a taenia band at the bottom, a frieze in the middle, and a cornice at the top.  

However, as with the entablatures on the W. 15th Street townhouses, the cornices are conspicuously 

missing necessary elements.  First, they lack the essential cyma at the top of the projecting corona -- a 

feature which here, too, has been replaced by a simple coping that serves as a drip edge but leaves the 

corona looking heavy, oversized, unrefined, and unfinished relative to OTR’s character-defining 

examples.  The boxy corona without its cyma constitutes an anticlimactic and clumsy upper terminus to 

the facades of the townhomes.  In addition, the bed-mold between the frieze and the corona has been all 

but omitted -- its place having been taken by a diminutive quarter-round molding no larger than a 

standard shoe-molding at the bottom of a baseboard.  A proper bed-mold is always given a larger share of 

the total height of a cornice and articulated with a variety of molding profiles that make for a complex 

play of light and shadow.  In the absence of this element -- which is standard among the cornices of 

OTR's historic Italianate buildings -- the entablatures of the Elm Street townhouses are automatically 

reduced to oversimplified imitations. 

At the bottom of the entablatures, the opposite problem exists.  Here, the taenia band is too tall 

and is given a far more complex molding profile than is typical for its historic counterparts.  Indeed, the 

profile is gratuitously complex, and does not conform to the basic theory of moldings, as outlined by 

Charles Howard Walker.  As a consequence, the feature looks overblown in terms of scale, projection, 

and detail, and the effect is compounded by the relative paucity of detail on all other components of the 

entablature. 

Last, the design and placement of the brackets must also be examined.   
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In terms of their overall profile, the brackets are compatible with those found on the historic 

entablatures of Over-the-Rhine.  Indeed, the profiles comprise a combination of curves, countercurves, 

and fillets of varied projections and sizes that are appropriately positioned and proportioned relative to the 

scroll brackets found on OTR's historic Italianate entablatures.  In elevation, the brackets are also nearly 

of an appropriate width, although they appear slightly too thin.  Unfortunately, the elements remain 

unfinished in both profile and elevation, lacking the incised or low-relief detailing that is essential to the 

character of Italianate brackets.  Likewise, the height of the brackets is incorrect relative to the height of 

the frieze.  Rather than filling the full register of the frieze, the brackets stop just short of the taenia band, 

leaving a gap between the two elements that is never seen on OTR's historic entablatures.  In some places, 

a thin square block of wood has been inserted to close this gap, but it never appears to be a part of the 

bracket, and merely calls attention to the fact that the brackets are not appropriately sized.   

Furthermore, the positioning of the brackets is not fully compatible with the patterns found on 

Over-the-Rhine's historic Italianate entablatures.  First, the outermost brackets of each entablature are set 

slightly inward from the vertical corners of the frieze, whereas it would be appropriate to align the outer 

sides of those brackets with the edges of the frieze.  Second, the cornices of the entablatures over the five 

middle units are not resolved at their ends in any of the ways that are typical for OTR's Italianate 

buildings; they are neither capped off by special bookend brackets nor resolved through a proper return 

into the main facade or around the sides.  Finally, where there should be at least two brackets over the 

stretches of wall between window openings, there is only one bracket centered over each stretch, creating 

the impression that the brackets are too few and far between.  Accordingly, while there are many different 

appropriate options for the placement of brackets and the end-capping of an entablature in Over-the-

Rhine, the solution selected for the Elm Street townhouses is not one of them.  
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Case Study 5: Walnut Street and Clay Street Community Housing 

Figure 527: Individual infill building at 1328 Walnut Street (subject of Part 1 of this Case Study), looking southeast.  (Source: 
Google Street-view.  Available from https://www.google.com/maps/@39.1106279,-
84.513717,3a,72.6y,83.36h,100.67t/data=!3m6!1e 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central (south of Liberty 

Street) 

● Project Address: 1212-1218 Walnut St.; 1228 Walnut St.; 1302 Walnut St.; 1306-1316 Walnut 

St.; 1328 Walnut St.; 1340 Walnut St.; 1350 Walnut St.; 101 E. 13th St.; 106 E. 13th St.; 1317 

Clay St.; 1329-1335 Clay St.  

● Year of Construction: 1993 

● Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

Figure 528: Range of townhouse-like facades at 1306-1316 Walnut Street (subject of Part 2 of this Case Study), looking 
northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Project Background: Large affordable housing intervention by OTR Community Housing,463 

occupying scattered sites on two blocks bounded to the east and west by Clay and Walnut streets, 

respectively, and to the north and south by E. 14th and E. 12th streets.  The project covers 

scattered sites within the described boundaries, some of which are individual parcels between 

extant historic buildings, and some of which are collections of contiguous parcels.  In the former 

cases, the interventions were designed to look like individual townhouses, while, in the latter 

cases, the multi-parcel new buildings were designed to resemble ranges of individual townhouses.  

However, in both cases, the buildings actually contain flat-style apartments.  For this reason, the 

faces of the larger buildings are described below as ranges of "townhouse-like facades."  This 

project represents affordable housing initiatives in Over-the-Rhine that predate the formation of 

3CDC. 

● Summary of context 

This intervention fills a large number of previously vacant sites along the east side of the 1200- 

and 1300-blocks of Walnut Street, in the portion of the OTR Central subarea south of Liberty 

Street.  The newer construction is interspersed among historic Italianate and vernacular Greek 

Revival mixed-use buildings that are constructed of load-bearing brick and range in height from 

three to four-and-a-half stories, and in width from three to six bays, with three- and four-bay 

widths being the most common. 

While approximately 75 to 80 percent of the original building fabric is extant along the 

west side of these two blocks, the remaining parcels on this side of the street -- near the center of 

the 1300-block -- are occupied by the easternmost building of the Mercer Commons project, 

analyzed in the foregoing case study on Mercer Commons.  Accordingly, the intervention in 

question is included here as a case study, not only because of its own merits as a large-scale, 

context-sensitive infill project, but also because of its appropriateness relative to the example of 

                                                           
463 Based on data available through public records of the Hamilton County, OH Auditor. 
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acontextual infill that was later erected across the street.  The contrast between these two 

approaches to infill in a historically significant neighborhood could hardly be more stark.       

The project in question comprises two categories of building: longer ranges of townhouse-like 

units occupying multiple parcels, and individual townhouse-like units occupying single parcels between 

extant historic buildings.  Both will be examined separately, though the individual units will be examined 

first, since many of the same observations are applicable to the longer ranges of units, and will allow the 

discussion of the longer ranges to focus on the design problems and solutions that are unique to these 

components of the project.  One example of each type will be examined below. 

Part 1: Individual unit at 1328 Walnut Street 

Height and Massing: 

In terms of the number of floors, the three-story building at 1328 Walnut Street is compatible with the 

height of its three-story and three-and-a-half-story neighbors.  In terms of absolute height, the newer 

building is considerably shorter than the two historic buildings by which it is flanked -- a consequence of 

a shorter floor-to-floor height on all three levels of the infill structure.  As a result, the height of the newer 

building is equivalent to two-and-a-half stories on the adjacent historic buildings.  While the building in 

question is shorter than its immediate Italianate neighbors, it is congruous in both absolute height and 

floor-to-floor height with many of the historic vernacular Greek Revival buildings on Walnut Street.  

Furthermore, it is typical for floor-to-floor heights to vary from one building to the next along intact 

stretches of historic fabric in Over-the-Rhine.  Accordingly, the noted discrepancy in height between new 

and old buildings does not constitute a jarring disruption in the character of the block.  And, indeed, while 

the building at 1328 Walnut may have been constructed with shorter ceiling heights than its neighbors 

owing to budgetary limitations, it does not suffer at all from the squatness of proportions found in the 

facades of the later City Home project on Pleasant Street, which was also built through an affordable 

housing initiative. 
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The massing is also appropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine, and its simplicity is its 

greatest virtue.  The building has the volume of a rectangular prism, and it is surmounted by a side-gabled 

roof of low pitch that is visible from very few vantage points along the sidewalks or the street.  With a 

width of three bays and a height of three stories, the facade has an aspect ratio that is appropriate to the 

neighborhood.  The facade also has a simple planar quality, with no gratuitous changes in plane or 

massing.  The height is also constant across the entire width of the facade.   

The building also has a clearly articulated base, middle, and top.  If there is one inappropriate 

feature in the division of the three sections on this entirely residential building, it is the placement of a tall 

string course at the level of the second floor plate, echoing the lintels that separate shop fronts from upper 

floors on the facades of Over-the-Rhine's historic mixed-use buildings.  It would have been more 

appropriate to place a band of stone at the very base of the building and allow the brick to continue 

without the interruption of a string course between the first and second floors, in keeping with the 

character of most historic townhouses in OTR.  However, the apparent solecism here is far less severe 

than the instances we have examined in other case studies, such as the residence at 1826-1828 Elm Street, 

or the residence at 1616 Pleasant Street, where the shop-front motif is carried more thoroughly and 

deliberately into the design of ground-floor facades. (See the relevant case studies for more discussion 

regarding those examples.)  Since the ground floor facade of 1328 Walnut Street is otherwise clearly 

designed as the first floor facade of a residential townhouse-type structure, the effect of the string course 

on the correctness of the building's massing is negligible.  It should also be kept in mind that while the 

building at 1328 Walnut resembles a single-family townhouse, it was actually built as a multifamily 

apartment building, and while OTR's single-family townhouses virtually never have a string-course 

articulating the ground floor as a base, OTR's historic multifamily apartment buildings sometimes do.  

(See, for instance, the nearby example at 1346 Walnut Street.)  Accordingly, insofar as the building is not 

a single-family home, the placement of the string course may be more appropriate here than the extended 
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lintels over the first floor facades of the referenced single-family residential infill projects at 1826-1828 

Elm and 1616 Pleasant streets.   

Whether taken to encompass all three floors or just the second and third floors, the proportions of 

the middle section of the facade are also appropriate to Over-the-Rhine.  Especially important to this 

success is the sufficient amount of space between the lintels of the third-floor windows and the bottom 

edge of the top element. 

The top elements of this building and of the other structures associated with the same project are 

unlike any others examined in this series of case studies; they represent a unique compromise between 

Abstract Reference and Invention within a Style.  At 1328 Walnut, the height of the top element is 

appropriate in proportion to the height of the entire building.  This alone distinguishes the treatment here 

from the inappropriately diminutive "top" elements that often amount to nothing more than a metal 

coping or drip edge on Over-the-Rhine's infill buildings that fall into the categories of Intentional 

Opposition and Abstract Reference (including the Mercer Commons building across the street).  It is also 

noteworthy that the top element at 1328 Walnut is distinctly divided into three parts, proportioned more 

or less correctly according to the typical ratios that relate taenia band, frieze, and cornice within an 

Italianate entablature.  (The portion corresponding to the taenia band could stand to be shorter, with the 

excess reallocated to the register of the frieze.)  It is also noteworthy that the portion of the top element 

corresponding to the typical corona and cyma projects forth from the facade by a reasonably appropriate 

amount relative to its historic counterparts.  The "frieze" portion of the top is a continuous plane that is 

tilted outward at an angle similar to the angle of projection found on the profiles of brackets in typical 

Italianate entablatures, negotiating the change in plane between the portion of the top representing the 

taenia band and the portion representing the corona.  A similar treatment of the frieze is found on the 

nearby historic building at 1342 Walnut Street, where very finely corbelled courses of brick create an 

outward-tilting plane that takes the place of brackets in the register of the frieze.  It should be noted that in 

both the more recent and historic cases discussed here, the tilted frieze projects at less than a 45-degree 
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angle from the primary plane of the facade, preventing the feature from becoming excessively bulky or 

making the top appear too heavy.   

There are respects in which this abstracted version of the traditional top element could have been 

made even more compatible with the neighborhood through greater refinement, as will be discussed in the 

section regarding detail.  However, the overall effect of the top element at 1328 Walnut is to blend in with 

its historic counterparts, and the degree of compatibility achieved here is far greater than that achieved in 

many of the "high-end" projects analyzed in other case studies, let alone the other affordable housing 

interventions examined herein.   

One last facet of massing must also be discussed, namely, the setback of the building at 1328 

Walnut Street.  Indeed, while the historic facades along this block share a common plane, the facade of 

the building in question is recessed from the street-wall by approximately seven feet, creating a shallow 

courtyard in front of the building.  A fence with stone posts is placed in alignment with the planes of the 

neighboring facades, but there is still a notable change in the setback of the street-wall.  This feature may 

be the least appropriate aspect of the building's massing, but it does not overpower the effect of the many 

aspects of massing that are compatible with the historic fabric of the street and the neighborhood.    

Materials: 

The materials on this building are maximally appropriate to the character of the neighborhood.  The 

primary material is brick, as the context demands, and its color, texture, and quality are such that it blends 

seamlessly with the rust-colored brick of the adjacent historic buildings and most of the other historic 

fabric nearby.  This selection of brick is far more appropriate than the brick that is selected to create 

deliberate contrast between new and old in other infill projects within Over-the-Rhine, where a glossy 

finish or contrasting color is used to call attention to buildings that have a duty to blend in.  Likewise, the 

selection of brick for 1328 Walnut Street is also more appropriate than the imitation historic brick found 

on projects such as the Spring Street Townhomes, where the use of a generic "old timey" brick creates 
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unintended contrast between contemporary and historic fabric.  (See the referenced case study for a more 

thorough discussion of this issue.) 

Also appropriate is the use of limestone or a cast stone that convincingly resembles limestone in 

color and texture for most accents, including lintels, sills, and the noted string-course.  Unlike the cast 

stone used in many of Over-the-Rhine's more contemporary infill projects, which looks almost white next 

to limestone, the material used for the accents on the facade of 1328 Walnut Street is truly compatible in 

its appearance with the material used on the analogous parts of OTR's historic buildings. 

Finally, the top component of the building is made either of metal or very smooth wood with an 

eggshell finish, perfectly matching the texture and sheen of Over-the-Rhine's historic wood and metal 

entablatures.  This choice of material, with careful attention to texture and luster, is far more appropriate 

than the uses of wood with visible grain or a matte finish found on some of the other attempts at Invention 

within a Style among OTR's infill.    

Fenestration: 

The fenestration on the facade of 1328 Walnut Street is compatible with that of Over-the-Rhine's fabric to 

an exemplary degree -- especially with respect to the neighborhood's vernacular Greek Revival buildings.  

The windows have a 2:1 proportion and are double-hung with a simple one-over-one configuration.  All 

openings are single and spaced evenly across the facade, effecting an appropriate subdivision into three 

distinct bays.  The front door in the rightmost bay of the ground floor facade is centered directly under the 

second- and third-floor windows in the same bay.  The ratio of void-to-solid/window-to-wall is also 

perfectly coordinated with that of OTR's typical historic buildings, including the immediate neighbors of 

1328 Walnut.  In other words, the fenestration gives the facade the staid regularity that is so important to 

the character of most historic residential and mixed-use buildings in OTR.      

Detail: 
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In general, this building has an appropriate level of detail for an intervention that is intended to blend in 

unobtrusively with the extant contributing buildings on the block.  This is a testament to the manner in 

which a high degree of compatibility with Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric can be achieved on almost any 

budget, through wise design choices. 

Particularly noteworthy for their success are the lintels over all openings and the window sills.  

Unlike most examples of these features in other examples of infill analyzed in the case studies, the lintels 

and sills here are appropriate in almost every aspect of their design.  First, both the sills and lintels are of 

an appropriate height and width, whereas these features tend to be exaggeratedly thick or implausibly thin 

on other examples of infill.  Moreover, the lintels are sized and detailed in such a way that they could 

actually perform as load-bearing structural elements if this were an all-masonry building.  Specifically, 

they are made wide enough to rest securely on the solid brick wall flanking the window openings.  Each 

lintel is also cast as a whole piece -- not split down the center by a head-joint that defies the structural 

logic behind the use of the lintel, as we have seen in numerous other case studies, such as those that focus 

on the Spring Street Townhomes and the W. 15th Street Townhomes.  The detailing of the lintels is also 

generally appropriate.  As seen on many historic lintels throughout Over-the-Rhine, the bottom edge of 

each lintel is articulated by a thin chamfer at a 45-degree angle above the window openings, but not 

where the lintels rest on the wall flanking the openings.  This subtle refinement helps to establish a more 

nuanced link between the building and some of OTR's historic fabric, though a simpler lintel with the 

same proportions and no chamfering also would have been appropriate.  The only minor error in the 

detailing of the lintels is that they project slightly from the plane of the brick facade.  It would have been 

more appropriate to make the faces of the lintels flush with the plane of the brick. 

Finally, the subject of the "top" must be revisited with respect to its detailing.  As noted above, 

the overall massing of this element is compatible with Over-the-Rhine at the macro level.  However, a 

greater degree of compatibility could have been achieved through a slightly richer variety of carefully 

placed moldings, and some fine-tuning of the proportions among the three parts of the top.  First, the 
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portion of the bottom is constituted by a double fascia that is both too tall and monotonous to be truly of a 

piece with the taenia bands it is intended to resemble.  A thinner band of molding with a profile 

combining curves and fillets would have been more appropriate.  Likewise, the continuous tilted plane 

occupying the register of the frieze could have been replaced with brackets of appropriate scale and 

detailing, and spaced at appropriate intervals, as described in the discussion on the characteristics of the 

Italianate entablature in Chapter 4.  In addition, while the portion of the top corresponding to the register 

of the corona and cyma is correct in its projection and its height relative to the whole top element, it is 

missing a proper cymatium molding at its top.  The replacement of the simple drip-edge at the top with a 

cyma-recta or cavetto molding -- even in the form of a metal gutter -- would have enhanced the context-

sensitive character of the top. 

 

Part 2: Longer Range at 1306-1316 Walnut Street      

While the following discussion focuses on the range of townhouse-like units encompassing 1306-1316 

Walnut Street, the comments are equally applicable to the other ranges belonging to the same project on 

the 1200-block of Walnut Street and the 1200- and 1300-blocks of Clay Street. 

Height and Massing: 

Comments regarding the height of the range are generally the same as those for the individual townhouse-

like unit at 1328 Walnut Street.  However, since the range in question is essentially composed of six 

contiguous facades, it is necessary to consider the building's height with respect to its relative 

horizontality.  Indeed, while the three-bay facade at 1328 Walnut appears tall relative to its width, the 

three-story range at 1306-1316 Walnut is far wider than it is tall.   The breadth of the range is broken up, 

in part, by the use of two different heights across the six facades that it comprises.  While the entire range 

is three stories in height, four of the six townhouse-like units have been given false attic stories such that 

their facades are three-and-a-half stories tall.  Unlike examples seen in other case studies, such as the 
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Mercer Commons building on Vine Street, the heights do not alternate monotonously from one unit to the 

next across the width of the range.  Rather, from left to right, there are two three-and-a-half story facades 

followed by a three-story facade, and the same pattern is repeated across the next three facades.  This 

pattern more closely matches typical rhythms of heights across rows of historic facades along Over-the-

Rhine's major thoroughfares.  While the false attic stories exhibit some shortcomings in terms of their 

detailing, as will be discussed later in the case study, they are relatively appropriate as a device for 

creating a context-sensitive variation in height across a series of facades. 

Since the range includes two pairs of three-and-a-half story facades, the adjacent facades of equal 

height are divided from each other by other means.  First, in alignment with the party wall between the 

two halves of each pair, there is a vertical channel cut into the facades from the ground floor all the way 

up to the bottom of the cornice -- an inappropriate method of delineating the separation between two 

neighboring facades in Over-the-Rhine.  (For a more complete discussion of why such treatment is 

incorrect for OTR, see the part of the case study on Mercer Commons concerning the townhouses on the 

north side of Mercer Street.)  Second, the pairs of three-and-a-half story facades are divided from each 

other by downspouts placed either immediately to the left or right of the referenced vertical channels.  

Unlike the channels, the downspouts are an appropriate device for creating separation between two 

contiguous residential facades in OTR.  The channels should have been eliminated from the design, and 

the downspouts should have been used exclusively to serve their purpose, rather than the two features 

being placed side by side.  Finally, at the level of the second and third floors, the leftmost bay of the 

rightmost unit in each pair is dominated by the mass of a double-decker bay window, which further 

disrupts the continuity between the primary planes of both facades in each pair.  While this feature can be 

found on a few historic apartment buildings in OTR, such as the Othello building at 1306-1308 Broadway 

Street, it is not typically used as a device to suggest separation between otherwise similar and adjacent 

facades.  Moreover, bay windows are not found on the upper floors of any historic facades along Walnut 
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Street in OTR, and are therefore inappropriate to the character of the immediate block.  The massing of 

the range would therefore have been more context-sensitive if the bay windows had been omitted. 

In terms of the vertical tripartition of the facades into base, middle, and top, the range is treated in 

much the same way as the individual facade of 1328 Walnut Street.  However, at the ground level, four of 

the six facades of the range have two entry doorways instead of one.  In each case, one doorway is 

essentially level with the sidewalk, while the other takes the form of a recess set into the mass of the 

building four steps above the level of the sidewalk.  While the insertion of a recess in the ground floor 

facade for access to upper-level flats is typical among Over-the-Rhine's historic residential buildings, the 

elevation of such a recess above a sidewalk-level entrance is abnormal.  Moreover, the anomaly is 

accentuated by the bulky mass of stairs and stoops leading to the recesses, with thick cast-stone half-walls 

that bookend and follow the incline of the steps in lieu of simple railings.  Since the steps are almost twice 

as wide as they need to be, they (and the attendant half-walls) constitute prominent protuberances that 

disrupt the planar continuity of the six facades at the level of the ground floor, and this detracts from the 

appropriateness of the range's massing, which is largely context-sensitive at the macro level. 

As for the massing of the middle elements, these portions of each facade are almost square, and 

just slightly wider than they are tall, contrary to the patterns of Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric, and in 

contradistinction to the individual facade at 1328 Walnut Street.  This results from two design features.  

First, as at 1328 Walnut Street, a string course has been incorrectly placed at the level of the second floor 

plate, setting the transition from base to middle between the ground floor and the upper floors, rather than 

allowing all three levels to constitute the "middle" portion of each facade.  Second, unlike the facade at 

1328 Walnut, four of the six facades in the range at 1306-1316 Walnut are four bays wide instead of 

three.  (The exceptions are the two facades with the bay windows, which are the same width as the other 

four facades, but have each had their leftmost two bays consolidated into one larger bay.)  It is the 

combination of reduced height and increased width that gives the middle portions of the six facades on 

the range a pronounced horizontality.  This effect could have been prevented either by eliminating the 
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string course to allow the ground floor to be legible as part of the "middle" of each facade, or by adding a 

fourth level to the range.  Since eliminating the string course would also correct the improper division of 

the ground floor from upper floors (a treatment associated primarily with the facades of OTR's mixed-use 

buildings), without requiring the changes in budget or program associated with adding another floor to the 

design, this would have been the simplest and most cost-effective remedy to the inappropriate choices in 

the proportioning of the "middle" part of each facade. 

Finally, the top elements of the range must also be considered with respect to their massing.  Over 

the three-and-a-half story portions of the range, the massing found at the top of 1328 Walnut is repeated, 

albeit extended across pairs of facades.  Furthermore, while the same feature is treated as an entablature 

on 1328 Walnut, it is treated here as the cornice at the top of a taller entablature.  Below it, constituting 

the rest of the false attic story, is a tall frieze-like register encompassing blind window openings, resting 

upon a thin string course that occupies the position of the taenia band at the bottom of a typical Italianate 

entablature in Over-the-Rhine.  While the massing of the top element at 1328 Walnut was appropriate in 

scale and projection as an abstracted entablature, the same mass is excessively tall and bulky where it is 

employed along the range of facades as the cornice of a taller entablature.  Indeed, it is the same height as 

the frieze below it, when it ought to be significantly shorter than the frieze.  And the outward-tilting plane 

that makes sense when the whole mass is treated as an entablature at 1328 Walnut no longer makes sense 

here, where the same mass is used as a cornice, since the tilted plane suggests the projection of brackets, 

which belong to the register of the frieze -- not the cornice.  Further critique of this top element will be 

reserved for the section on detail below. 

As for the two three-story units, a different and more appropriate massing scheme has been 

employed for their top elements.  More akin to the simple cornices atop Over-the-Rhine's vernacular 

Greek Revival facades, these understated top elements are subdivided into three vertical registers: a 

bottom and middle part constituted by a double-fascia that are nearly flush with the wall planes of the 

middle, and an overhanging upper part consisting of a simple corona and cyma.  Overall, this is the more 
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context-sensitive of the two top treatments in terms of massing.  For a more thorough discussion of how 

the feature could be improved in massing and detail with reference to OTR's historic Greek Revival 

cornices, see the case study on Sharp Village Annex.                    

Materials: 

The materials are generally the same as those found on the facade of 1328 Walnut Street.  However, there 

are several applications of these materials found on 1306-1316 Walnut Street (and other ranges) that are 

not found on the facades of individual townhouse-like units within the project.  First, not all facades along 

the range in question have the same brick color.  Indeed, wherever there is a change in height along the 

range, there is also a change in the color of brick.  And, while the southernmost of the six facades of the 

range is of the same appropriate rusty orange color as the brick on 1328 Walnut, the other five facades are 

clad in brick of three different colors -- a deep red with brown piquage on two facades; a brownish 

maroon on another facade; and a brownish beige on the remaining two.  While the red brick is compatible 

with the brick on some nearby historic buildings, such as the large mixed-use structure at the northwest 

corner of Walnut and E. 13th streets, the beige and maroon brick colors are incongruous with most of the 

nearby fabric.  Moreover, the frequent change in brick color across the facades is unnecessary and largely 

out of character with the neighborhood.  For a more thorough discussion of this issue, see the case study 

on the W. 15th Street townhouses. 

Second, brick is also employed in soldier courses between window and door openings across the 

width of the range at the level of the first floor, just below the register of the lintels above the windows.  

As discussed in numerous other case studies, soldier courses are never used to disrupt the running bond of 

brick on Over-the-Rhine's historic facades in this way, and the treatment detracts in a subtle but 

significant way from the context-sensitive quality of brick on the facades in question.  Indeed, soldier 

courses of this nature are a hallmark of contemporary suburban tract housing and are not appropriate to 

the facades of infill in OTR.    
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Finally, smooth wood panels with a glossy finish are inserted into the openings of the false attic 

stories.  While such conditions appear on some of Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings where the windows 

of attic stories have been filled in, this treatment is a retrofit and not part of the original character of 

OTR's historic fabric.  Such application of wood is duly inappropriate to new construction in OTR. 

Fenestration: 

At the level of the second and third floors, the treatment of fenestration at 1306-1316 Walnut Street is 

essentially the same as on the facade of 1328 Walnut.  The primary difference is the addition of the 

aforementioned double-decker bay windows to two of the six facades -- a feature whose impropriety has 

already been discussed with respect to massing.  Considered as elements of fenestration, the bay windows 

also exhibit a number of inappropriate features.  First, the two splayed outer facets of each bay window 

are set at an unusual angle to the primary plane of the facades, extending from it at an angle greater than 

45 degrees but not quite 90 degrees, and therefore causing the feature to look like a hybrid of a boxed-bay 

and a chamfered bay window -- a feature not found on OTR's contributing buildings.  Furthermore, the 

center facet of each bay window is slightly wider than the two side facets, and is filled with a single-light 

fixed-pane or casement window rather than the one-over-one double-hung windows that fill all other 

openings in the facades.  For a more detailed critique of bay windows that exhibit similar inappropriate 

features, see the case study on the W. 15th Street townhouses.  Again, as stated in the section on massing, 

it would have been more appropriate to eliminate the bay windows altogether from the range in question 

and replace them with two single windows at the level of each floor, giving the upper floors of the range a 

more context-appropriate consistency of window spacing across its entire breadth. 

At the level of the ground floor, the fenestration of the range at 1306-1316 Walnut Street deviates 

more significantly from that of the individual facade at 1328 Walnut.  In this case, many of the ground-

floor openings are not centered perfectly under the openings on the second and third floors.  This is 

because of the noted need to accommodate two doorways rather than one on four of the six facades.  Such 

misalignments are very common on Over-the-Rhine's historic multifamily residential buildings that 
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include both a direct entrance into the ground-floor unit and a second entrance for upper-floor units on the 

street facade at the level of the first floor.  In those cases, a pair of windows is often placed next to the 

door of the ground floor unit, as is done here.  The lack of vertical alignment between certain openings on 

the range in question is therefore not gratuitous or capricious, as it is in so many of the projects examined 

in other case studies, because it is justified by programmatic requirements, just as it was in the case of 

analogous historic buildings in OTR.  Furthermore, it is important that the lack of alignment occurs only 

between ground floor openings and the openings above the ground floor -- a completely different 

condition than the arbitrary and deliberate lack of vertical alignment among windows at all levels on 

buildings such as the single-family residence at 1506 Race Street, or the Mercer Commons building 

across the street, where all regularity of fenestration is absent.  With the exception of the few noted 

shortcomings, the fenestration of the range at 1306-1316 Walnut should be deemed relatively appropriate 

for embodying various subtle patterns found in OTR's historic residential buildings. 

Three additional adjustments would have further enhanced the context-sensitivity of the ground-

floor fenestration.  First, where ground floor windows are paired, it would have been more appropriate to 

place a wider mullion between them.  Second, it would have been appropriate to leave a wider gap of wall 

between the paired windows and the doorways into the ground floor units, to prevent the lintels over the 

two features from being combined into one continuous lintel -- a feature not found on analogous facades 

in Over-the-Rhine.  Third, the doorways for the entrances should have been placed at ground level rather 

than raised by four steps, such that their lintels would be aligned with the lintels over the other ground-

floor openings, rather than with the string-course between the first and second floors. 

Finally, the treatment of the false attic stories must also be examined with respect to fenestration.  

While the insertion of wood panels into the attic window openings is not appropriate, as noted in the 

above discussion of materials, the attic window apertures are compatible with their historic counterparts 

in Over-the-Rhine in terms of their size, proportions, positioning, and spacing.  If the openings had been 

filled with windows, each divided into two lights by a vertical muntin, it would have enhanced the 
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appropriateness of this feature, and perhaps the "false" attic stories could have been made to 

accommodate usable space.        

Detail: 

Most facets of detail have already been analyzed in the sections above or in the case study on 1328 

Walnut Street.  However, since the same top element from 1328 Walnut has been used here as a cornice 

rather than as an entire entablature, the details of the feature should be reexamined with reference to its 

different application in this context.  Indeed, while the three parts of this element were taken to represent 

the taenia band, frieze, and cornice at 1328 Walnut, here, the same parts represent, respectively, the bed 

mold, corona, and cyma of a traditional Italianate cornice.  But, here, the three parts of the "cornice" do 

not correspond closely in relative height or massing to the parts of a typical cornice in Over-the-Rhine.  

To establish true compatibility with Over-the-Rhine's historic Italianate or vernacular Greek Revival attic 

stories, the entire cornice element should have been approximately half the height of the frieze -- not the 

same height -- and the outward tilting plane in the middle of the element should have been entirely 

eliminated. 

In addition, at the level of the ground floor, the detailing of the cast stone surrounding the 

recessed doorways into the upper flats must also be analyzed.  First, the noted trim element is excessively 

wide and out of scale with the openings it surrounds.  Second, there is no precedent in Over-the-Rhine's 

contributing historic fabric for the occasional horizontal incisions in the vertical portions of these frames.  

The treatment is more in character with Art Deco architecture than with the Italianate and vernacular 

Greek Revival buildings of OTR.  For further discussion of similar detailing around windows, see the part 

of the case study on Mercer Commons concerning the townhouses on the north side of Mercer Street. 

Finally, it is necessary to examine the detailing of the treatment over the ground-floor windows 

and the front doorways of the ground floor units.  In these cases, an abstracted window label has been 

pieced together in the form of a wide cast-stone lintel resting on two square cast-stone blocks flanking the 
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upper corners of each opening.  While labels of this overall shape appear on the facades of many historic 

residences in Over-the-Rhine, their detailing is never so bluntly executed.  In the case of relatively simple 

labels with little or no decorative surface relief, the lintel and the supporting blocks are always combined 

into a single piece -- not separated by a joint.  And where the lintel and supporting blocks are articulated 

separately, they are always enriched with decorative detail.  Often, the blocks are incised with two or 

three vertical arrisses and are topped in profile with a cavetto, a fascia, and a fillet, so as to support a 

slightly projecting lintel.  In these cases, the lintel, in turn, is often embellished with various forms of low 

sculptural relief, such as rosettes in the center and at the ends, or incised patterns of dots and dashes.  

Such lintels are also typically capped by an additional molding or series of moldings, almost always 

including a cyma recta or cyma reversa topped by a thin fillet.  (See, for example, 1641 Sycamore Street 

or 306 E. 13th Street.)  Accordingly, the ground-floor window and doorway labels on 1306-1316 

represent a conflation of the simpler and more exuberant versions of the feature found on OTR's historic 

facades, and are duly compatible with neither.  It should also be noted that even OTR's more decorative 

examples of historic window and door labels are marked by fairly simple detailing that could readily be 

given to cast stone at little additional expense.  For a successful contemporary example of such a 

treatment, see the case study on 1424 Elm Street.           
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Case Study 6: 1424 Elm Street 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): Washington Park 

● Year of Construction: 2020 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Small 

● North or South of Liberty Street: South 

● Project Background: 

While resembling a single-family house, this project was built to contain three condominium 

units.  The project is also certified LEED Platinum and duly qualifies for a 15-year Cincinnati 

Figure 529: 1424 Elm Street, looking east by southeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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residential property tax abatement.464  It is an excellent example of a new "green" building that 

does not have a Modernist aesthetic.     

● Summary of context: The project is located on the east side of the 1400-block of Elm Street, just 

north of Washington Park and very close to Cincinnati Music Hall.  It is well-integrated into a 

wall of mostly intact historic residential buildings, though the building to the immediate north is 

another instance of recent infill, while the parcel to the immediate south is used for surface 

parking as of this writing.  The project is near a stop on the Cincinnati Streetcar line.   

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 

As of 2021, the building at 1424 Elm Street represents the pinnacle of single-parcel context-sensitive 

infill in Over-the-Rhine.  It is an outstanding example of what can be achieved when designers and 

builders focus on ensuring that infill is of its place rather than sacrificing compatibility to the abstract and 

dubious imperative that infill be "of its time."  Nevertheless, this building is still clearly distinguishable 

from its historic neighbors to the keen observer, and duly meets the historicists' demand that infill not 

"create false history" -- regardless of whether such a requirement has any merit.  This project should thus 

be deemed successful, both according to the principles of Steven Semes's Conservation Ethic, and 

according to the prevailing historicist doctrine of appropriate infill.  The following analysis will therefore 

clarify how Invention within a Style can be employed to create infill that is both appropriate to its place, 

and, yes, still clearly of its time.  The analysis will also help to illustrate the critical difference between 

imitation and copy in the design of infill for historic neighborhoods -- a problem that was introduced in 

the theoretical introduction to the case studies.  

Height and Massing: 

The height of three full stories plus an attic-level story is appropriate to the block, where historic 

residential buildings of the same width range in height from two-and-a-half to four-and-a-half stories.  

                                                           
464 Based on data available through the public records of the Hamilton County, OH Auditor. 
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Furthermore, the floor-to-floor heights of the building at 1424 Elm Street are comparable to those found 

in neighboring residential structures, reinforcing the project's compatibility with nearby historic fabric, 

not only in terms of the number of floors, but also in terms of absolute height.   

With respect to massing, the first feature to be noted is the fact that the building is freestanding.  

While many blocks of Over-the-Rhine are dominated by rows of contiguous residential buildings, the 

1400-block of Elm Street has a significant number of detached residential structures separated from each 

other by narrow side yards, including the two historic buildings immediately to the south of 1424 Elm 

Street.  The freestanding nature of the building in question is duly appropriate to the immediate context of 

the site. 

The primary mass of the building is a tall, narrow, and deep rectangular prism, which matches the 

general massing of other freestanding residential buildings on Elm Street, and other parts of Over-the-

Rhine, such as Broadway Street.  Since the building is designed in the spirit of OTR's French Second 

Empire residential stock, the volume of the roof over the primary mass is different in form from the 

typical roof massing atop the district's Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival buildings.  Indeed, here, 

there is a mansard roof atop the primary facade of the building, following a steep pitch of 70 degrees (as 

determined based on the architectural drawings submitted with the certificate of appropriateness 

application for the 11/23/2015 meeting of the Cincinnati Historic Conservation Board.)  The massing of 

the mansard roof is also marked by two dormers, which will be discussed more thoroughly in the sections 

on fenestration and detail.  Behind the mansard roof, the remainder of the building's mass is covered by a 

simple shed roof that meets the mansard roof at its top and slants downward toward the rear of the 

building at a shallow pitch.  Accordingly, the profile of the building is precisely compatible with the 

profile of OTR's historic French Second Empire homes. 

The building at 1424 Elm Street is also properly subdivided into a base, middle, and top.  The 

base is defined as the above-ground portion of the foundation, as is standard for Over-the-Rhine's historic 

buildings with all-residential functions.  And as with other residential buildings in the immediate area, the 
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foundation rises far enough above the sidewalk to accommodate small basement-level windows and raise 

the plate of the first floor above the sidewalk by four steps.  While there are other parts of OTR where 

ground-floor residential entrances sit only one step above the sidewalk, the 1400-block of Elm Street 

includes numerous historic homes with front doors elevated by four or more steps, and basement 

windows set into the exposed portion of the above-ground wall.  The massing of the base at 1424 Elm is 

therefore appropriate.  Also compatible with the context is the manner in which the base is distinguished 

from the middle.  While the exposed portion of the foundation wall is properly clad in rusticated masonry, 

it is capped with a thick course of smooth cast-stone that properly separates the rough masonry of the base 

from the brick above it, and projects slightly outward from both surfaces.  This is a standard articulation 

of the transition between base and middle for OTR residences that is too often overlooked or botched by 

those who design infill for the neighborhood. 

The middle portion of the building's mass is properly defined to encompass the three major 

floors, including the first floor.  The middle portion of the facade has an appropriately vertical aspect 

ratio.  A sill course extends across the entire width of the facade below the third-floor windows, subtly 

subdividing the middle portion of the facade.  Third-floor sill courses are commonly found on Over-the-

Rhine's historic residential facades, and the treatment is duly appropriate here. 

The top element is a fully articulated entablature that is substantially compatible in its proportions 

and massing with the Italianate and French Second Empire entablatures of Over-the-Rhine.  The 

unparalleled appropriateness of this top element in design and execution among OTR's infill projects will 

be examined more closely in the section on detail below. 

One final feature of the building’s massing must also be noted.  While the primary mass of the 

building is a rectangular prism, as described above, the main facade includes a subtle projection or 

"bump-out" within the rightmost two of its three bays, beginning at the base and extending all the way up 

through the entablature, and capped by a corresponding bump-out of the mansard roof.  Such a change in 

plane is not typical on the facades of Over-the-Rhine's historic French Second Empire or Italianate 
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residential buildings, whose facades tend to be defined by a single plane, unless they include a multi-story 

bay window in the same area that is here occupied by the bump-out.  While the noted change in plane is 

atypical for the neighborhood, it is not sufficient to undermine the profound compatibility of the overall 

design with its context.  Furthermore, the effect of such a projection here is not disruptive to the street-

wall as it might be on other blocks of OTR, since many of the buildings along the 1400-block of Elm 

Street are non-contiguous, and setbacks vary slightly among the individual historic structures that stand 

nearby.                  

Materials: 

All selected materials are appropriate to the character of Over-the-Rhine.  It must be emphasized that 

many of the materials are contemporary and would not have been available during the neighborhood's 

period of significance.  However, these newer materials are used in a manner that reinforces, rather than 

weakens, OTR's quality of place.  For instance, the cladding on the foundation wall on the base is not the 

limestone or field-stone found on OTR's historic foundations, but a concrete masonry unit veneer product 

with a 'chiseled stone' finish that closely and convincingly resembles those materials in color and texture.  

Also significant is the fact that the veneer blocks have dimensions closer to those of the blocks used in 

OTR's historic foundations, rather than the dimensions of standard 8"x8"x16" concrete masonry units.  

Moreover, while rough-faced veneers are applied to most of the exposed foundation wall, the lintels over 

the front basement windows are smooth.  Such attention to detail is precisely what helps to make this 

building so compatible with its context in terms of materials. 

The brick on the middle portion of the facade is likewise appropriate in terms of its rusty orange 

color, moderately rough texture, and crisp edges.  The chosen brick does not have a false patina, but was 

instead selected to look as the brick of Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings would have looked when they 

were new.  This is an appropriate way to let new infill be distinguishable from historic fabric without 

violating norms of neighborhood character. 
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All window sills, labels, string courses, and sill courses are made either of limestone or of a cast 

stone that very closely resembles limestone in color and texture.  The effect of this material, used for 

these purposes, is entirely of a piece with the use of limestone among Over-the-Rhine's historic residential 

buildings. 

On the front door surround and on the entablature, wood is used for major elements, while 

fiberglass is the material used for more delicately detailed parts, such as the brackets, corbels, and 

modillions.  The fact that such details were manufactured rather than hand-carved is not out of character 

with the manner in which many details of Italianate and French Second Empire buildings were 

historically produced.  Indeed, many such features on 19th-century buildings were mass-produced and 

made out of sheet metal.  The substitution of fiberglass for sheet-metal here is an appropriate 

contemporary choice, since the material can be modeled in similar ways, and has the added advantage of 

being rust-proof.  In terms of texture and luster, the appearance of the fiberglass features is comparable to 

that of the sheet metal and wood detailing found on many historic Italianate and French Second Empire 

entablatures and door surrounds.  Here, too, contemporary materials are thus employed in a context-

sensitive manner. 

Similarly, the surface of the mansard roof is clad in a contemporary material that convincingly 

resembles the slate found on the historic mansard roofs in Over-the-Rhine.  However, it is actually a 

synthetic slate shingle product that matches the color, texture, luster, and shape of true slate shingles.  

Such products are lightweight and affordable relative to slate.  They are also typically made of recycled 

materials, and can also be recycled when they are replaced.  While synthetic slate shingles are fairly new 

to the market, they are also projected to last as long as actual slate and possibly longer.  Thus, the product 

has the virtues of affordability, sustainability, and longevity that are prized in building materials today.  

The roofing is duly another example of a contemporary material used on the building in question that is 

simultaneously "of its time" and appropriate to the character of OTR.  Such choices of material should be 

deemed far more appropriate to the district than those that are distinctly of their time without being of 
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their place, such as the large fiber-cement panels plastered over the facades of the Gateway I project on 

Vine Street, or the Mercer Commons building on Walnut Street.  Such choices of material also weaken 

the argument of Modernist and historicist architects that it is simply too expensive to build context-

sensitive infill in OTR.  Furthermore, the fact that synthetic slate is made to resemble a natural material 

does not undermine its authenticity as a contemporary building material or signal the creation of "false 

history" when it is applied to new buildings in old neighborhoods.  The fact that there is currently a 

market for such a product indicates that the 21st century authentically demands roofing that combines the 

aesthetic characteristics of slate with the aforementioned economical and ecological virtues of a 

composite product.  Synthetic slate shingles are therefore unequivocally "of our time," and do not in any 

way create "false history."  Nevertheless, if actual slate had been used on the building in question, it 

would also have been an appropriate choice.  The fact that new materials have become available in "our 

time" does not mean that we are limited to using only those materials, any more than we are limited to 

using only the words that have entered the lexicon during our lifetimes.      

In addition, metal trim cast with decorative detailing is appropriately used to frame the side and 

top edges of the mansard roof, as seen on historic mansard roofs throughout Over-the-Rhine. 

Finally, while the above discussion pertains almost exclusively to the primary facade of the 

building, the materials on the side and rear facades must also be considered.  While the brick on the main 

facade is extended around the corners onto the side facades to a depth of sixteen (16) feet, the remaining 

portions of the side facades are clad in a lapped fiber cement siding.  The need to use an alternative to 

brick along the less publicly visible portions of the facades is understandable given that the depth of the 

entire building is just over 76 feet.  And while it would have been more appropriate to carry the brick 

even farther back along the side facades, the effect of the brick on the frontmost portions of the side 

facades is far more appropriate to the neighborhood than, for instance, the use of vinyl siding on the 

entirety of the side facades of the five residences at 126-134 Mulberry Street.  (See the case study 

regarding the referenced residences for comparison.)  In general, however, lapped siding made of wood or 
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resembling wood should not be used on publicly visible facades of residential infill buildings in Over-the-

Rhine unless the intention is to establish compatibility with the few remaining wood-construction 

residences in the neighborhood's historic fabric.  On a building such as 1424 Elm Street, which is 

intended to be compatible with OTR's historic load-bearing masonry buildings, a more appropriate but 

still cost-effective alternative to lapped siding for side and rear facades would be concrete block coated in 

whitewash, or a very smooth stucco.  Designers, clients, and developers should also always explore the 

potential benefits of attaching a new building to neighboring buildings -- a method which can be used to 

eliminate the problem of how to treat publicly visible side facades altogether.  While the freestanding 

nature of 1424 Elm Street is not inappropriate to the block, there are also many nearby historic examples 

of residential buildings that are attached at the sides, and such treatment would not have been 

inappropriate in this case either.     

Fenestration: 

The fenestration on the main facade of 1424 Elm Street is substantially compatible with that of its historic 

context.  As is typical of the French Second Empire and Italianate residential buildings of similar width in 

Over-the-Rhine, the subject of our case study is divided into three bays.  The rhythm of fenestration is 

dictated in part by the noted projection of the building's mass within the two rightmost bays on the main 

facade.  Because of this feature of massing, the openings in the two rightmost bays are placed slightly 

closer to each other compared with the spacing between the openings in the center bay and the leftmost 

bay.  While this feature represents a subtle departure from the typically uniform spacing of the three 

openings at each level across similar historic facades in OTR, it does not undermine the overall 

compatibility of the new building's fenestration with that of its older neighbors.  If anything, the 

combination of massing and fenestration at 1424 Elm Street allows the facade to strike a balance between 

resembling the planar facades of OTR's simpler townhouses and the multifaceted facades of OTR's more 

elaborately designed townhouses, marked by projecting oriel and bay windows, thus placing the new 
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building in a harmonious relationship with both of these variations that appear so frequently within the 

neighborhood's historic fabric. 

At all three main levels of the building's facade, the window openings are of equal width, as is 

typical for fabric buildings in Over-the-Rhine.  However, while the heights of all openings are consistent 

across any given level, the height of the third-floor openings is less than that of the first- and second-floor 

openings.  At the levels of the first and second floor, the window openings have an aspect ratio of 2:1.  By 

contrast, at the level of the third floor, the openings are more squat, with an aspect ratio of 3:5.  In all 

cases, the openings are appropriately filled with one-over-one double-hung windows.  The proportions of 

the first and second floor window openings are generally appropriate.  While it is typical for first and 

second floor window openings on OTR's historic Second Empire and Italianate townhouses to have an 

aspect ratio slightly greater than 2:1, the equivalent openings at 1424 Elm Street are given a more 

attenuated appearance by their taller hood moldings, which are recessed across the upper edge of each 

opening to suggest that the aperture continues slightly upward to the intrados of a segmental arch, 

creating the impression that the window opening itself is a bit taller than the 3'x6' window that it contains.  

Thus, the typically attenuated Italianate and Second Empire proportions of window openings are echoed 

here, even though the openings are technically of double-square proportions.  This is a successful 

compromise between the use of standard-size contemporary windows and the achievement of respectful 

continuity with the aesthetics of OTR's traditional fabric.  The relative squatness of the third-floor 

windows is also justified by a variety of precedent throughout the neighborhood.  For instance, the nearby 

apartment building at 1514-1516 Elm Street, known as The Fulda, exhibits a very similar condition of 

shorter third floor windows resting on a continuous sill course, with taller windows at the level of the first 

and second floors.  Likewise, the same condition is found on the facade of the historic mixed-use building 

at 1311 Vine Street -- a particularly applicable example, since it is a Second Empire building with a three-

bay-wide facade and three primary levels with a fourth story housed under a mansard roof.  Similarly, the 
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nearby Italianate townhouse at 1412 Elm Street has shorter windows at the level of the third floor relative 

to the windows of the first and second floors. 

Another significant feature of the fenestration of 1412 Elm Street is also successfully emulated on 

the facade of 1424 Elm Street: the treatment of the opening for the front door in the leftmost bay at the 

level of the ground floor.  As in the case of 1412 Elm (and many comparable historic townhouses 

throughout Over-the-Rhine), the opening for the front door of 1424 Elm Street is recessed by four feet to 

accommodate a covered front stoop, which is treated as an open vestibule.  Also like the neighboring 

building at 1412 Elm Street, the opening for the front door at 1424 Elm has the shape of a double-square 

surmounted by a semicircular arch, trimmed by a decorative surround that encompasses a square-headed 

frame around the arch, resting on pilasters and capped by a cornice -- a motif that blends features of 

arcuated and trabeated construction, like the central portion of a Roman fornix.  In both cases, the double-

square portion of the opening is filled with a front door surmounted by a transom bar, while the 

semicircular portion of the opening is filled with a half-round transom window.  The exact decorative 

treatment of the frame at 1424 Elm Street is not identical to that at 1412 Elm or other similar examples in 

the neighborhood, but its design is informed by the same principles, and this accounts for the feature's 

compatibility with its historic counterparts.  This feature will be examined further in the following section 

concerning detail. 

Another element of fenestration that must be analyzed is the treatment of the dormer windows.  In 

every way, the dormers are substantially compatible with those found on the historic French Second 

Empire buildings in Over-the-Rhine.  1424 Elm Street has two dormers on its main facade.  The left 

(north) dormer is the narrower of the two, positioned in alignment with the leftmost bay of the facade 

(which contains the front door), and containing one window.  The right (south) dormer is centered over 

the right-most two bays of the facade and contains two windows.  Both of these dormer types are found 

on the mansard roofs of OTR's French Second Empire buildings.  And in all cases on 1424 Elm, the 

dormer windows are of the one-over-one double-hung variety with round-headed upper sash -- also found 
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on some of OTR's Second Empire dormers (see, for example, the residence 1209 Elm Street and the 

mixed-use building at 1415 Vine Street).  The segmental shape of the dormer heads at 1424 Elm also has 

grounding in OTR's historic fabric (see, again, 1415 Vine Street).  It should be noted, however, that other 

dormer treatments would also have been appropriate to the neighborhood.  For instance, many of OTR's 

historic Second Empire buildings include dormers with two square-headed one-over-one double-hung 

windows surmounted by a gable with a decorative pediment front.  Such treatment would have been at 

least equally context-sensitive if applied to the dormers at 1424 Elm Street. 

Finally, the basement-level windows on the main facade are appropriate in their broad and low 

proportions, the depth of their reveals, and their centering within the two rightmost bays.    

Detail: 

Detail alone is never sufficient to render a new building appropriate to a historic context; however, when 

the massing, materials, and fenestration of an infill project are suitable to the character of the surrounding 

neighborhood, proper detailing can make all the difference between vague, macro-level compatibility, and 

substantial compatibility with a historic urban environment.  Only the latter can truly reinforce and 

preserve a district's unique sense of place where a new building is inserted into a streetscape, and only in 

the case of 1424 Elm Street is such an effect achieved through appropriate detailing in Over-the-Rhine.  

All other instances of infill in the neighborhood fall short of this example, to varying degrees. 

What makes the detailing of this building so uniquely appropriate among the infill projects in 

Over-the-Rhine?  In a word, the details here come closest to achieving the same degree of refinement 

found in the details of OTR's historic fabric.  Whereas the examples of Abstract Reference and even most 

other examples of Invention within a Style are finished with blocky, featureless trim and moldings that 

merely symbolize, by way of caricature, the traditional details that have been omitted from new facades, 

the trim and moldings at 1424 Elm Street are actually elaborated with details that lend the building a 

sense of intimate human scale.  This is the same sense of intimate human scale that is common to all 
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buildings that constitute Over-the-Rhine's historic fabric, and is therefore essential -- not accidental -- to 

the character of the neighborhood.  Such a quality of detailing is duly a necessary condition for 

substantial compatibility with the district, and no proposal for infill in OTR should be deemed appropriate 

without it. 

Let us look at several features of 1424 Elm Street that illustrate the point. 

The Front Entryway 

It is proper to begin by examining the front entrance -- the focal point of every residential facade in Over-

the-Rhine from the perspective of the pedestrian on the sidewalk.  As has already been noted, the design 

of the front entrance at 1424 Elm Street takes cues from its counterparts on nearby historic residences, 

such as the townhouse 1414 Elm.  This is true not only with respect to its overall form, but also with 

respect to its details.  Consider, first, the pilasters lining the jambs of the opening into the covered stoop 

of 1424 Elm.  Whereas many front entrances of OTR infill buildings would simply have a pair of flat 

boards in this location, the noted pilasters have been executed with a distinct base, middle, and top of 

their own -- each of which is further elaborated with additional detailing.  The base of each pilaster is 

appropriately articulated as its anchoring element, expressing its role in carrying the weight of the middle 

and top by taking the form of a tall plinth that sits below each pilaster's "middle" shaft portion.  Each 

plinth is then duly capped with a thin bead molding that punctuates the transition from the base to the 

middle of the pilaster.  The two plinths also rest on a shoe-molding with a torus profile, which continues 

across the width of the opening into the vestibule and doubles as a nosing for the stoop.  The rounded 

protrusion of the torus further expresses the compressive forces that are handled at the bases of the 

pilasters, and serves as the third element in a tripartite composition of parts constituting each base.  By 

contrast, in the few cases of infill where a front door frame is given a separate base in OTR, the "base" is 

never anything more than a simple, undifferentiated block of trim, perhaps slightly wider and thicker than 

the superjacent shaft, but never exhibiting a tripartition of its own.  Through such omissions, the intimate 

human scale of detailing is lost, to the profound detriment of true compatibility.   



353 
 

Likewise, at 1424 Elm Street, the shaft of each pilaster is subtly subdivided into a base, middle, and top 

by a tall and narrow rectangular recess that begins several inches above its lower edge and ends several 

inches below its upper edge.  Again, in other examples of infill throughout OTR, the equivalent feature 

would be nothing more than a flat board tacked onto the wall around the edges of the opening.  It must be 

noted that at 1424 Elm, the shafts of the pilasters are not as detailed as those on many historic buildings in 

the neighborhood, including 1414 Elm.  However, they are still subdivided into parts that reinforce the 

building's appropriate scale and refinement of detailing.  In this way, the shafts demonstrate the manner in 

which traditional details can be moderately simplified for new construction in OTR without being reduced 

to cartoonish abstractions that undermine compatibility. 

Finally, each pilaster shaft is topped with a tall scroll bracket that supports the projecting cornice 

of the door surround.  This is a treatment found on many historic door surrounds in Over-the-Rhine -- 

especially where a trabeated frame borders an opening with an arched head, leaving a vertical gap 

between pilaster shaft and cornice that must be filled with something taller than standard pilaster capitals 

(see, for example, the front doorways of the residences at 1341 and 1343 Broadway Street).  The manner 

in which the brackets are detailed is also well aligned with the character of historic scroll brackets in 

OTR.  Appropriately, the brackets themselves are tripartite -- each with a thin base and top component 

marking the lower and upper limits of the scroll in the middle, and also punctuating the points of contact 

between scroll and pilaster shaft, and between scroll and cornice.  The base molding of each scroll has a 

simple bead profile.  While it is commendable that the base is articulated, a slightly taller base element 

with a slightly greater projection and a compound profile, such as a torus atop a fillet, would have been 

even more appropriate.  The top element of each scroll occupies the same register as the bedmold of the 

cornice (the corona of which rests directly on the brackets), and also has the same profile -- a delicate 

cyma reversa molding capped by a thin fillet.  The top of each scroll bracket can therefore be understood 

as a peninsular extension of the bedmold over each scroll -- precisely the same treatment found on the 

tops of historic scroll brackets throughout OTR. 
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The "middle" portion of each bracket -- i.e., the scroll itself -- has an appropriate profile defined 

by a compound curve that begins at bottom with a shallow, concave curve that gives way to a convex, 

approximately semicircular countercurve at approximately mid-height.  In elevation, the scrolls are 

detailed with a washboard motif of sorts, with a central recess that runs from the bottom to the top of each 

scroll's contoured face and is filled with a series of horizontal flutes.  Given that the flutes are applied to 

the curved faces of the brackets, each flute is positioned at a different angle relative to the primary plane 

of the facade, resulting in a varied play of light and shadow over the flutes that is comparable to that seen 

on the detailed surfaces of Over-the-Rhine's historic scroll brackets.       

The cornice at the top of the door surround is also appropriately detailed in terms of its tripartite 

subdivision into a bedmold, corona, and cyma; the detailing of these features; and the relative heights and 

projections of the three major parts.  The profile of the bedmold, as described in the previous paragraph, 

is typical for the bedmolds of small cornices over entry openings on Over-the-Rhine's historic residential 

facades.  The corona and cyma are appropriately similar to each other in height while being taller than the 

bedmold.  The profile of the corona is simple and rectangular, as it ought to be, and the element projects 

correctly from the bedmold by an amount equal to the total height of the entablature, overhanging the 

brackets in directions both parallel and perpendicular to the primary plane of the facade, and returning 

into the facade to the left and right of the pilasters.  Finally, the cymatium atop the corona is properly 

articulated with a subtle cyma-recta drip molding that projects from the fascia of the corona and is 

crowned with a delicate cavetto molding, topped by a thin fillet.  Such a delicate and varied combination 

of inflections and profiles is typical of the corona moldings on historic cornices in OTR.        

It is not only the treatment of the front doorway surround that marks the front entry of 1424 Elm 

Street as compatible with its historic counterparts in terms of detailing.  Within the open vestibule, the 

front door itself is also trimmed with detailed wood molding that continuously wraps around the jambs 

and the arched transom window.  The molding reinforces the sense of an intimate human scale of 

detailing with fillets articulating its inner and outer edges, and a rounded profile in the center.  The inner 
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faces of the vestibule walls are also embellished with a judges paneling wainscot, while the ceiling is 

detailed with wood coffers.  The floor of the vestibule is also finished with small black and white tiles laid 

in a geometric pattern.  All of the finest details of the open vestibule -- many of which are highly visible 

from the sidewalk -- are approximately the diameter of an index finger, or are small enough to fit into the 

palm of one's hand.  The same is true of the smallest elements of detail that surround the doorway into the 

vestibule on the main plane of the facade.  It is precisely in this way that 1424 Elm Street achieves an 

intimate, human-scale level of detail comparable to that of its historic neighbors. 

The Window Frames 

In the case study regarding the affordable housing intervention along the east side of the 1300- and 1400-

blocks of Walnut Street, it was noted that the detailing of the window labels was too abstract to establish 

substantial compatibility with the corresponding elements on Over-the-Rhine's historic residential 

buildings.  In that discussion, it was also noted how those elements could have been improved to remedy 

the noted deficiencies and make them truly appropriate to their context.  At 1424 Elm Street, virtually all 

of the recommendations from the referenced case study are embodied in the window labels.  As on the 

Walnut Street facades, the window labels of 1424 Elm consist of lintels resting on blocks set into the 

brick at the upper corners of the window openings.  But unlike the Walnut Street examples, both the 

lintels and the supporting blocks at 1424 Elm are properly detailed overall.  Not mere featureless 

elements, the supporting blocks are articulated at the top with a conge and fillet molding, reaching 

outward at their upper edges to support the projecting lintels.  The lintels, in turn, are subdivided in a 

manner comparable to those with a moderate level of detailing on OTR's historic facades, with a small 

cornice-like molding at the top, complete with its own bedmold, corona, and cyma.  The primary face of 

each lintel itself is simple, but it is embellished, as noted above, with a recess along its base that gives the 

upper edge of each window opening the contour of a segmental arch. 

The detail described above is the most context-sensitive example of a more decorative window 

lintel or label found on any infill project in Over-the-Rhine.  (This is not to downplay the success of 
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certain simple lintels praised in other case studies, for they, too, are appropriate to the neighborhood.  

Compatible instances of more decorative treatments are simply much rarer on new buildings in OTR.)  At 

the same time, a number of adjustments could have made the labels in question even more appropriate.  

First, while it is good that the supporting blocks under the ends of each lintel are detailed as noted, the 

fillet at the top of each block is slightly recessed from the face of the lintel that rests upon it.  This 

condition counteracts the impression of strength and stability that is conveyed by corresponding features 

on OTR’s contributing buildings.  Accordingly, the noted fillet should have been flush with the face of 

the lintel, or should have been made to project slightly proud of it.  The window labels on the facade of 

1641 Sycamore Street offer a good example of the recommended condition.  In addition, some low-relief 

detailing on the faces of the supporting blocks would help to imbue these features with the same quality 

of intimate human scale found on other parts of this facade.  Two or three incised vertical lines in the face 

of each block would suffice.  Likewise, some modest engraved detailing on the face of each lintel would 

have completed the sense of harmony with similar historic features in OTR.  Simple dot-and-dash 

patterns, rosettes in the center and/or at the ends, vine-like curlicues, and other basic geometric designs 

are all appropriate to the neighborhood.  Also appropriate is a simple scalloped molding carved into the 

lintel along the portion of its lower edge that lies directly over an opening.         

The window sills are also generally appropriate to their context.  Very noteworthy is their height -

- equal to approximately one-and-a-half brick courses.  As noted in the case study on the Spring Street 

Townhouses, many historic window sills in Over-the-Rhine are exactly this height, while most designers 

of infill in OTR make the features too short or too tall by setting their height equal to either one or two 

brick courses.  Apparently, the contemporary designer's mind has an aversion to specifying that bricks be 

cut lengthwise in order to accommodate a sill of correct size, but the designers of 1424 Elm Street have at 

paid meticulous attention to this detail, with outstandingly appropriate results.  The width of the sills 

relative to the width of the window openings is also appropriate.  Finally, this building is the only 

example of infill in OTR where window sills are supported from below by small corbels, as is often seen 
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on the historic Italianate and Second Empire residences within the neighborhood.  The corbels have a 

simplicity that is typical of their historic counterparts; they are primarily flat and almost flush with the 

face of the brick wall into which they are set, projecting slightly more at the top with a conge capped by a 

fillet.  There is, however, a minor shortcoming of appropriateness in the placement of the corbels.  While 

in historic examples the corbels are placed under the portion of the sill that extends to the left and right of 

a window opening, here, they are placed beneath the portion of the sill that lies directly under the window 

opening, albeit aligned with the outermost edges thereof.  The solecism is not severe enough to spoil the 

overall effect of compatibility, but it does detract slightly from the building’s sensitivity to context.  

Similarly, the upper edge of each sill is marked by a severe and pronounced 45-degree chamfer.  By 

contrast, most window sills in OTR have no chamfer here at all, the shedding of water being facilitated by 

the very shallow pitch of the sill's upper surface.    

The Entablature 

The entablature is perhaps the most commendable example of context-sensitive detailing, not only on the 

facade of 1424 Elm Street, but on any infill building in Over-the-Rhine.  As such, it should be studied 

closely by those who wish to achieve excellence in compatible design for OTR.  There is truly striking 

contrast between the quality of this entablature and all other attempts featured in the case studies.  

However, the ultimate object of our attention should not be the particular example presented here, but the 

method through which the designers conceived it.  Indeed, it is abundantly clear that the designers have 

had the discipline to make a close study of OTR's historic entablatures, taking inventory of the essential 

parts, their typical profiles, and their relative proportions.  By assimilating these basic principles through 

such close study, the designers have managed to produce an entablature that is simultaneously original 

and profoundly compatible with its historic counterparts.  Accordingly, this entablature is a successful 

instance of imitation -- not copy.  The example proves that originality and compatibility do not have to be 

mutually exclusive. 
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As noted in the discussion on massing, the entablature at 1424 Elm Street includes all of the basic 

elements that an Italianate or French Second Empire entablature ought to have, in the correct arrangement 

and proportions.  As we have seen, e.g., in the case study on the homes at 126-134 Mulberry Street, even 

such basic successes cannot be taken for granted.  Thus, here, from the bottom up, we find a taenia band, 

surmounted by a frieze, surmounted by a cornice.  The taenia band is appropriately thin, its height being 

approximately one quarter of the height of the frieze.  The height of the frieze, in turn, is slightly more 

than half the height of the cornice, the two heights being related by a proportion of about 9:16.  The 

cornice is subdivided such that most of the lower half of its register is occupied by the bedmold, while the 

remaining upper portion is divided almost equally between corona and cyma, the latter being slightly 

shorter in height than the former.  The significant height of the cornice in relation to the frieze, and the 

significant height of the bedmold in relation to the corona and cyma may seem to be anomalies here.  

After all, many Italianate and Second Empire entablatures in OTR have cornices and friezes that are 

almost the same height, and bed-molds that occupy less (sometimes far less) than half of the register of 

the cornice.  However, the noted proportions of the entablature at 1424 Elm Street are not inappropriate to 

OTR -- they are simply derived from another model of the Italianate entablature that appears less 

frequently among OTR's historic buildings, but is still found there in large numbers, and is no less a part 

of the neighborhood's collective character.  To wit, this is the type of entablature where modillions are 

placed between the pairs of brackets, maintaining a constant rhythm of projecting elements along the face 

of the entablature beneath the corona.  Indeed, this is exactly what has been done at 1424 Elm, where 

pairs of brackets are placed on the face of the entablature above the portions of wall to the left and right of 

each window opening on the facade below, and are interspersed with modillions that are of the same 

width as the brackets and are placed with the same amount of space between them as that between the two 

brackets in each pair.  Appropriately, each bracket rests upon the taenia band at its base and extends 

upward through the register of the frieze and the bedmold of the cornice, while the modillions occupy 

only the register of the bedmold.  In order to accommodate modillions of sufficient height, the bedmold 

must be made taller than in the case of Italianate entablatures that have brackets and no modillions.  This 
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increase in the height of the bedmold is responsible both for the greater ratio of the height of the cornice 

to that of the frieze, and for the greater ratio of the height of the bedmold to the combined height of the 

corona and cyma in the cases of entablatures with brackets and modillions.  Such entablatures are found 

in various locations throughout OTR.  For instance, the west side of the 1300-block of Main Street is 

lined with many historic buildings with entablatures that include modillions between paired brackets, and 

concomitantly taller bedmolds relative to those on the entablatures without modillions.  The mixed-use 

building at 1345 Main Street is but one good example along this block.  The treatment also appears on the 

entablatures of some townhouses in OTR, such as the residence at 1349 Broadway Street.  Thus, the ratios 

among the heights of the components of the entablature of 1424 Elm Street are not inappropriate to OTR, 

even though they may appear slightly unorthodox at first.                 

While all of the features noted above help to support the compatibility of the entablature at 1424 

Elm Street with its historic counterparts, they are not sufficient to ensure substantial compatibility.  

Indeed, we have seen examples of entablatures in other case studies that have most of the same elements 

enumerated above, positioned in the correct order and given the correct heights in proportion to one 

another, and still fall far short of achieving compatibility.  Recall, for instance, the entablatures examined 

in the case studies on the W. 15th Street Townhouses and the Elm Street Townhouses.  The critical 

difference between the appropriate entablature at 1424 Elm and the inappropriate entablatures in those 

other cases is the refinement of detailing in the former instance.  It is only at 1424 Elm that the individual 

elements of the entablature are marked by the sophistication of profile and delicateness of decorative 

relief that is essential to the character of Over-the-Rhine's historic entablatures.  Thus, while the "taenia 

bands" on the W. 15th St. Townhouses are just thin strips of wood with a rectangular section and no 

detail, the taenia band at 1424 Elm has a carefully modeled profile composed of a cyma-recta between 

thin fillets -- a treatment typical for this element on OTR's historic entablatures.  Likewise, while the 

brackets on the W. 15th Street Townhouses and the Elm Street Townhouses are too narrow and have no 

decorative relief on their surfaces in elevation or in profile, the brackets at 1424 Elm Street are wide 
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enough that they are sufficiently robust relative to their historic counterparts in the neighborhood, and 

their surfaces are enriched with an appropriate level of detail in both elevation and in profile, thereby 

achieving the quality of intimate human scale that is universal to OTR's historic brackets but absent from 

virtually all of its other contemporary examples.  In elevation, the brackets are similar to those found on 

the decorative surround of the doorway into the open vestibule.  Thus, they have a similar washboard 

pattern, with narrow vertical fillets along the outer edges, and, between them, a series of horizontal flutes, 

each flute with a diameter comparable to that of a human thumb.  Both the fillets and the flutes follow the 

contoured profiles of the brackets.  At the top of each scroll bracket is a square-faced block that projects 

slightly farther forward than the outermost extent of the convex upper scroll, capped with a cyma reversa 

molding.  The square face of each block is refined with a semicircular recess that adds sophistication to 

the play of light and shadow across the surface of each bracket.  The same blocks capped with cyma 

reversa moldings are also repeated in the modillions.  In the case of the modillions, rather than resting 

atop a convex scroll as they do in the brackets, the blocks rest atop a shorter projecting element with a 

concave profile resembling a logarithmic curve.  In elevation, this curved surface beneath the projecting 

blocks of the modillions is given the same decorative "washboard" treatment as the front faces of the 

brackets.  It should also be noted that the brackets are designed with tails below the taenia band, like the 

guttae of triglyphs in the Doric order.  In this way, the brackets here appear to be woven under the taenia 

band -- a hallmark of many Italianate cornices in OTR. 

In profile, the brackets at 1424 Elm are also outfitted with an appropriate level of detail.  Below 

the noted blocks at the top, the profile of each bracket is subdivided into two curved portions: the lower 

two thirds defined by a steep and shallow curve resembling half of a concave-down parabola, and the 

upper third defined by a circular curve that projects significantly farther from the plane of the frieze than 

the curve below it.  The entire perimeter of each bracket's profile is edged with a fillet molding, as is the 

perimeter of the noted circular component.  A recessed rosette is carved into the center of the profile of 

the circular portion, while the remaining portion of each bracket's profile bounded by the fillet around its 
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entire perimeter is also given a shallow recess.  Compare this complex treatment of surface to the smooth 

and undifferentiated surfaces found on the sides of brackets on other infill projects in Over-the-Rhine, and 

it becomes clear that the brackets at 1424 Elm Street are unsurpassed in their compatibility with the 

character of historic brackets in OTR. 

The detailing of the frieze between brackets is also important.  Rather than being left blank, the 

portions of the frieze between pairs of brackets are also detailed with horizontal panels -- another typical 

feature of OTR's historic entablatures.  While some other infill projects also have paneled friezes, they are 

usually just rectangular recesses with no refinement of molding around their borders.  At 1424 Elm, by 

contrast, the panels are enriched by a series of concentric moldings that vary in width, profile, and degree 

of relief, achieving a level of sophistication and refinement of detail that is far more of a piece with that of 

the frieze panels found on OTR's historic entablatures.  The only shortcoming is that each panel is applied 

to the surface of the frieze, such that all of its parts project outward from the face of the frieze itself.  Most 

of OTR's historic frieze panels include some moldings that stand in relief from the surface of the frieze 

and others that are engraved into and therefore recede from the primary plane of the frieze.     

Above the brackets and modillions, the remainder of the cornice includes a simple projecting 

corona surmounted by a cyma that is properly detailed with a cyma recta between two fillets -- all 

projecting at a 45-degree angle from the face of the frieze, which, in turn, is appropriately coplanar with 

the facade below. 

Conclusion: 

The above is sufficient to show how appropriate detailing can make all the difference between substantial 

compatibility and cartoonish abstraction in the design of infill for Over-the-Rhine and other historic 

neighborhoods.  Here again, it must be emphasized that the details of 1424 Elm Street are not copies of 

historic details from OTR's fabric. Rather, they are newly designed elements that are compatible with 

their historic counterparts because they follow the same basic principles that underlie the designs of those 
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features.  Specifically, these new elements abide by the basic principles concerning "number, punctuation, 

and inflection" that govern the design of detail on all traditional buildings, as noted by Semes and 

discussed in the theoretical introduction to the case studies.465  Thus, here, most elements are given their 

own tripartite structures, and molding profiles do not repeat monotonously, but are correctly arranged into 

compositions marked by a balance of convex, concave, and flat profiles, and a balance of greater and 

lesser heights or thicknesses.  And equally important, the features are refined to such a degree that more 

and more detail becomes apparent as one draws closer and closer to the building.  Again, this intimate and 

sophisticated level of detailing is essential -- not optional or accidental -- to genuinely context-sensitive 

infill in Over-the-Rhine.  Through the thoughtful application of all of the above principles, the designers 

of 1424 Elm Street have truly succeeded at Invention within a Style -- adding a building to OTR that is 

both unique and profoundly of its place.  If all infill in OTR were of this caliber, the survival of the 

neighborhood's character and integrity would not be in jeopardy.                                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
465 Semes, 58. 
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Case Study 7: 126-134 Mulberry Street 

 

 

Figure 530: 128 and 130 Mulberry Street, looking north.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Figure 531: 134 Mulberry Street, looking northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central (north of Liberty 

Street) 

● Project Address: 126, 128, 130, 132, and 134 Mulberry Street 

● Year of Construction: 2003-2005 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Small individual interventions with a block-scale impact 

● North or South of Liberty Street: North 

● Project Background: Construction of five individual single-family homes on a row of vacant 

parcels between historic buildings. 

● Summary of context: Located near the northeastern boundary of Over-the-Rhine on a block of 

Mulberry Street with many extant historic homes ranging in height from two to three stories. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 

Height and Massing: 

Most nearby historic buildings along the north side of Mulberry Street are either two-and-a-half or three-

and-a-half stories tall.  Accordingly, the three-story height (as viewed from street-level) for the five 

residences in question falls within the range of acceptable heights established by the context, though the 

addition of an attic-level half-story would have been more appropriate.  Each residence does include a 

half fourth story, but unlike the shorter attic stories that cover the masses of most nearby historic 

buildings from front to back, these are full-height stories that cover only the back half of each three-story 

building mass, opening onto a rooftop terrace that covers the front half.  Accordingly, the half fourth 

stories of the infill townhomes are not visible to someone looking directly up at the facades of the 

residences from the street or the sidewalk, unlike the attic stories of neighboring historic buildings. 

As for massing, each townhouse reads from the street as a rectangular prism that is taller than it is 

wide by a proportion compatible with the aspect ratios of nearby historic facades.  The depths of the new 

townhomes are also comparable to those of historic buildings on the block.  Each house also has a clearly 

articulated base, middle, and top, though the "bases" encompass the entire ground floors, each of which 
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includes a front-loaded garage -- a feature that is inappropriate to Over-the-Rhine, as has been noted in 

other case studies.  The proper first floor of each home is thus hoisted an entire level above the street as if 

resting on a tall podium, and is accessed by an external staircase that runs parallel to the main facade and 

to the street.  This treatment is somewhat justified by the steep hillside site of the homes.  Indeed, if the 

first floors had been set at street level, the rear facades of the main living levels would have been buried 

in earth.  However, the manner in which the lifting of the first floors has been handled is not compatible 

with the treatment found on historic buildings, where the entire front yard has also been lifted by a full or 

half story, and a retaining wall is brought all the way to the edge of the sidewalk, rather than the front 

yard being entirely cut back to the face of the building, such that the ground-level facade is set back from 

the sidewalk and coplanar with the elevated first and second floors, as seen in the newer residences. 

The top elements are of a reasonably appropriate height in relation to the heights of the middle 

elements of the facades (albeit a bit too heavy), and in their general massing, they are recognizable as 

entablatures.  However, as seen in other case studies, the entablatures have here been misused to play the 

role of parapet walls around the aforementioned rooftop terraces.  Likewise, the top elements fail to 

achieve substantial compatibility with their counterparts on historic Over-the-Rhine buildings because of 

poorly conceived and executed details, as will be discussed in the appropriate section below. 

The final aspect of massing to be considered is the total effect of the five infill houses in question, 

taken as an ensemble.  In terms of their consistent spacing, height, and setback, the dwellings are of a 

piece with Over-the-Rhine's fabric.  However, the separation of the five homes into freestanding units is 

asynchronous with the character of Mulberry Street.  Indeed, where strings of historic single-family 

homes appear along Mulberry Street (including directly across from the site in question), they are always 

attached at the sides.  By contrast, the new residences resemble a range of townhouses that has been cut 

into units and pulled apart into sections.  The "sectioned" effect of the separation is exacerbated by the 

fact that the sides of each unit have been clad in lapped siding instead of the brick found on the front 

facades.  Given that these sides have so few windows, it is not clear what advantage was gained by 
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constructing these residences apart instead of attached.  In any case, the effect is out of step with this part 

of OTR.            

Materials: 

As noted above, the middle portion of each house's main facade is clad in brick.  While it was appropriate 

in concept to use brick in this way, the color of the brick is generally inconsistent with that found along 

the historic buildings on Mulberry Street.  A burnt-orange color would have been more appropriate than 

the brown, red, and buff colored brick used on the new facades.  Also as noted above, the brick should 

have been carried around from the fronts to cover the side facades, for there are no historic buildings in 

Over-the-Rhine with brick veneer on their fronts and lapped siding on their sides.  The combination of 

brick on front and buckled vinyl siding on sides compromises the sense of compatibility with the solid 

masonry construction of neighboring historic buildings, and instead resembles suburban development.  

Finally, brick is also used on the facades at 126-134 Mulberry Street in ways that it is never used on 

OTR's historic townhouses.  Note especially the inappropriate use of soldier-bricks to form lintels over 

some of the windows on the facade of 126, and as a string course between levels on the facade of 130.  

Likewise, stacks of stretchers are inappropriately used as a decorative trim to the left and right of the front 

door jambs at 130, 132, and 134.  This condition is found on OTR's historic townhomes only where 

insensitive alterations have been made.  In addition, brick is used to form rowlock window sills, when the 

window sills of OTR's brick buildings are universally made of stone.   

At the level of the ground floors, stone is used to clad the main facades.  While several historic 

buildings along the block are lifted above stone retaining walls, this is not the same as having a ground 

floor clad in stone, and the use of stone on the townhouses therefore seems to suggest an inappropriate 

conflation of ground floor with retaining wall.  Moreover, while the nearby historic retaining walls are 

built of a cool-colored stone laid in a coursed ashlar pattern, the ground floor facades of the newer 

townhouses are clad in a warm-colored stone laid in a random ashlar pattern.  These differences 
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undermine the effect of continuity with neighboring historic walls that the noted use of stone was 

intended to achieve. 

The windows are also very clearly made of vinyl or galvanized metal, and most of the front doors 

are made of steel or fiber-glass.  These builder-grade components are noticeably asynchronous with their 

wooden counterparts on nearby historic buildings. 

Finally, while wood in general is not an inappropriate material for the entablatures topping the 

homes in Over-the-Rhine, some of the wood used on the project in question appears to be of a lower 

quality than that employed on OTR's historic wooden entablatures, as evidenced by the relatively rough 

texture of the fascia boards on the pseudo-entablatures of the townhouses at hand.  Likewise, the use of 

wood for decorative frames around the front doors of 126 and 128 Mulberry Street is a treatment not 

typically found on the facades of OTR's brick residences.  (Usually, stone door surrounds are found on 

masonry facades, and wood door surrounds are found on wood-clad facades.)   

Fenestration: 

The greatest merit of the fenestration on the facades in question is a reasonably appropriate ratio of solid-

to-void/window-to-wall.  It should also be noted that the facades have double-hung windows, and that 

window heights are appropriately uniform across each floor of each facade. 

However, numerous inappropriate aspects of fenestration contribute significantly to the overall 

incompatibility of the five homes in question with their historic context.  There are two basic schemes of 

fenestration used on the facades of the homes in question.  At 126, 128, and 132 Mulberry St., the facades 

are divided into one wider bay on the left, encompassing groupings of windows at each level above the 

ground floor, and a narrower bay on the right, encompassing the front door at the level of the first floor, 

and a single window or bay window centered above the front door at the level of the top floor.  These are 

referred to below as the "Type 1" facades.  At 130 and 134 Mulberry, the middle portions of the facades 

are divided into three distinct bays, and these instances are referred to below as the "Type 2" facades.  At 
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the level of the ground floor, the five facades are identical, with a single-car garage door in the right half 

of each facade wall, and no other apertures in the stone cladding. 

In the case of the Type 1 facades, the treatment of window groupings in the left bays is largely 

inappropriate.  First, such groupings are relatively uncommon among the historic residences on Mulberry 

Street.  Second, in the rare historic cases where bays with grouped windows do appear, they are always 

double windows, and the paired windows are always separated by a substantial mullion of smooth wood 

and similarly surrounded by thick wood jambs and heads that are coplanar with the mullion and are 

accordingly recessed from the main plane of the masonry facade wall.  Nearby examples of this condition 

are found on the homes at 55 and 93 Mulberry Street.  By contrast, the paired windows at 128 and 132 

Mulberry Street are separated by brick mullions that are coplanar with the surrounding brick, and there 

are no articulated wooden jambs or window heads.  At 126 Mulberry Street, the grouping of windows on 

the first floor is perhaps even more inappropriate: a triple window with no mullions between individual 

windows and no exposed wooden jambs or heads.  (The condition here is thus similar to that found on 

some of the Spring Street townhouses analyzed in another case study.)  And at 132 Mulberry, the bay 

window centered over the front door is wholly inappropriate, since such a condition is not found on the 

facade of any single-family home in Over-the-Rhine.  In the very rare cases where second-floor bay 

windows project over the front doors of single-family homes in OTR, they are never centered perfectly 

over the front doors; rather, the bay windows are placed off-center with respect to the central vertical axes 

of the front doors, and are usually approximately centered over the wall between a front door and the 

window next to it.  Good examples appear at 26 W. 13th Street and 1213 Elm Street.  Because the 

placement of the noted bay window was not based on an attentive study of such examples, the feature is 

markedly incompatible with its historic counterparts in the district.  Moreover, no examples of bay 

windows over front doors appear on any historic single-family homes in the given subarea of OTR, and it 

therefore would have been most appropriate to leave out the bay window altogether. 
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In the case of the Type 2 facades, the spacing of openings in the bays is irregular, with the 

openings in the two leftmost bays placed closer together, such that there is a wider space between 

openings in the center bays and the rightmost bays.  This change in the rhythm of openings is inconsistent 

with the even spacing of openings found on typical three-bay facades of OTR.  

On all five facades, the first-floor windows are surmounted by transom windows, but the transom 

windows are separated from the subjacent primary windows only by a thin bar of vinyl or aluminum -- 

not by a proper wood transom.  More problematic, the use of transom windows over first floor windows 

is simply not a feature of the fenestration on Over-the-Rhine's historic residential buildings, and it would 

have been far more appropriate to fill the openings with taller double-hung windows than to install 

relatively squat windows surmounted by transom windows.  Also highly problematic is the manner in 

which the window sash are divided into lights on the facades in question.  While the use of double-hung 

windows is appropriate, the division of each major sash into four lights is not.            

Detail: 

Inappropriate detailing is the final impediment to compatibility with Over-the-Rhine in the case at hand.  

Perhaps most problematic is the treatment of the top elements, which, as noted in the discussion of 

massing, vaguely resemble Italianate entablatures while functioning as parapets.  One consequence of this 

conflation is that the gutter, which should appear at the very top of the cornice in the form of a cymatium, 

has been moved to the very bottom of the entablature in the position of the taenia band, where it collects 

drainage from the rooftop terrace.  While the taenia of a typical OTR entablature projects in low relief 

from the plane of the facade below and the frieze above, the gutters here project farther from the plane of 

the facade than any other part of the pseudo-entablature.  The result is an inappropriate distortion of the 

typical taenia element.  And since the corona has been misplaced at the bottom of each entablature, its 

place at the top has been taken by a bulky fascia that is the same height as the corona, and projects just 

slightly proud of it -- leaving each entablature with a ponderous and unrefined double-fascia at its top.   
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The treatment of the frieze varies across the entablatures of the five facades, but all versions are 

equally inappropriate.  At 126, 130, and 134 Mulberry, an attempt has been made to emulate Italianate 

brackets.  However, the brackets at 130 and 134 are only half the height of the frieze and are placed in the 

upper half of the frieze's register, leaving bare space below.  In the case of 126, the brackets are even 

shorter and have been placed in the proper register of the bed mold below the corona.  In turn, the 

bedmold -- a blocky dentil course -- has also been misplaced, and is located below the frieze and above 

the "taenia" gutter at the bottom of the entablature.  In all three cases, the brackets are positioned without 

any reference to the alignment of windows on the facades below.  Meanwhile, the entablature at 128 has 

no brackets, and though it does technically have a bedmold between the frieze and the corona, it is the 

same height as the frieze itself (and therefore significantly oversized), and its profile is bereft of all 

refinement, consisting of blocky, square-faced dentils in extremely low relief, sandwiched between two 

fascia of equal height, the upper of which is coplanar with the faces of the dentils themselves. 

Surrounding front doors, where there is "decorative" framing, the detail is of a similarly blocky 

and cartoonish quality, consisting almost entirely of fillet and fascia moldings. 

Finally, the treatment of lintels is inappropriate in every instance.  In the case of 134 Mulberry 

Street, the lintels have a trapezoidal shape, such that they are narrower at the bottom and wider at the top.  

While such a treatment would at least be structurally stable if employed in a true load-bearing masonry 

wall, this shape is never found among Over-the-Rhine's simple lintels.  A rectangular shape would have 

been more appropriate, though it must be said that the height (three brick courses) is appropriate.  At 132 

Mulberry, the lintels are capped with cyma recta moldings.  And while this is seen on some of OTR's 

historic lintels, the cyma recta moldings are always the same width as the lintels themselves at their bases, 

and wider than the lintels at their tops.  By contrast, on the facade in question, the cyma recta moldings 

are narrower than the lintels they cap.  This choice is particularly perplexing given that the detail is 

executed correctly on the facade at 128.  Finally, at 126 Mulberry, where the window openings are 

covered by soldier courses of brick (as noted in the discussion of materials), the impropriety of the 
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treatment is compounded by the insertion of wedge-shaped cast stone keystones in the center, which 

could serve no structural purpose in this application.                 

Case Study 8: 324 Mulberry Street 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central (north of Liberty 

Street): OTR Central, North 

● Year of Construction: 2002 

Figure 532: 324 Mulberry Street (right), looking north.  (Photo by the author.) 
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● Size of Project (Block or Small) 

● North or South of Liberty Street: North 

● Project Background: New single-family home constructed on a vacant parcel. 

● Summary of context: Located on north side of Mulberry Street, attached to a historic Italianate 

building.  This steep hillside location retains less of its historic fabric than many other blocks of 

Over-the-Rhine, and has become a center of intensive infill construction. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 

Height and Massing: 

The three-story height is within the range of appropriate heights set by extant historic buildings on the 

block, which vary in height from two to three-and-a-half stories. 

The massing is generally appropriate as well.  As is typical of Over-the-Rhine's fabric, the 

volume of the building is essentially a rectangular prism, presenting a simple facade to the street with no 

changes in plane.  While it is appropriate that the residence in question is attached directly to the building 

to its right (west), it would have been more proper to the character of the neighborhood to make the 

facade of the new building exactly coplanar with that of the building next door, rather than designing it to 

have a slightly shallower setback than the building next door. 

Vertical subdivision into a base, middle, and top is also generally correct.  The base is simply 

articulated as the portion of the foundation that is above ground, which is rendered in a field-stone that 

separates it from the three levels above it -- all of which are appropriately articulated as the "middle."  

The top is a simple cornice with an overhang.  While the height of this element is too small relative to the 

height of the base and the middle, it exhibits an appropriate degree of projection relative to the height of 

the facade, and it is more appropriate than the examples of top elements that are oversized or otherwise 

exaggerated, such as the "top" elements examined in the Hillman Point case study.  Given that this 

residence was generally designed to be compatible with the character of Over-the-Rhine's vernacular 

Greek Revival building stock, it would have been most appropriate if the cornice had been designed more 
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in keeping with the neighborhood's simple Greek Revival cornices.  For a more complete discussion of 

improvements that would further the compatibility of the "top" element in this instance, see the sections 

on massing and detail in the case study on the Sharp Village Annex.  Still, the executed design is 

sufficiently compatible with its context that it does not detract from the quality of place on the block.       

Materials: 

The materials on this building are largely appropriate to Over-the-Rhine, both in themselves, and in the 

manner in which they are applied to the facades.   

The use of a rough-cut field stone at the base is highly compatible with that found on the same 

parts of historic residential structures in OTR, including the building next door at 320 Mulberry Street.  

The size, texture, color, and coursing of stone pieces are all correct.  The only typical feature that is 

missing here is a thick, smooth band of coping on top of the fieldstone base (i.e., a water table), separating 

the stone from the brick on the "middle" portion of the facade above it. 

The use of brick on the middle portion of the facade (all three floors) is entirely compatible with 

Over-the-Rhine's residential historic fabric -- especially insofar as the brick continues onto the highly 

visible east side facade as well.  The rusty orange color of the brick, along with its smooth texture and 

well-defined edges, render it highly compatible with the typical brick of OTR's historic buildings. 

The use of cast stone on this building is generally appropriate.  The color and texture closely 

resemble limestone, and the use of the material for lintels and sills is context-sensitive.  The simple lintels 

over windows are correct in their size and proportions, with height equal to three brick courses, and width 

exceeding the width of the openings they cap such that they rest on the wall to the left and right of each 

opening, as would be required of true load-bearing lintels.  There are only two inappropriate choices in 

the application of cast stone to this facade.  First, the sills are too thin, with a height equal to that of one 

brick course.  For a more detailed discussion of why this is inappropriate, see the case study regarding the 

Pendleton Street Townhouses.  Second, the lintels over the garage doors are clearly not load-bearing, 
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since they are divided by head-joints into three pieces without any intermediate support -- an arrangement 

of parts that would collapse in a true load-bearing masonry structure.  It therefore would have been more 

appropriate to span the garage door openings with arcuated masonry, and brick would be a more 

appropriate material for such a treatment than cast-stone.  See, for example, the brick header arch and the 

brick rowlock arch over the single-vehicle door openings on the historic carriage houses at 1541 Elm 

Street and 1337 Spring Street, respectively. 

Fenestration: 

At the level of the second and third floors, the fenestration on the main facade is generally appropriate to 

the character of Over-the-Rhine.  Merits include the ratio of window-to-wall/solid-to-void, the use of 

single one-over-one double-hung sash windows, the vertical alignment of window openings from floor to 

floor, and the consistent use of a single window type and size across the facade.  The primary 

shortcoming is the inconsistent spacing of windows across each level.  A more appropriate treatment 

would have been the even spacing of all five windows across each of the two upper levels.  However, the 

spacing of windows is not gratuitously irregular, as seen in case studies of other projects such as Mercer 

Commons, or the residence at 1506 Race Street.  And while the spacing of windows varies, there is still a 

discernible rhythm to the fenestration of the upper two floors, since the spacing between windows 

alternates between just two measurements -- one longer, and one shorter.  All told, the uneven spacing 

between windows does not subvert the overall compatibility of the facade with OTR.  

The more controversial feature of the facade's fenestration is the inclusion of two garage doors at 

the ground level.  Indeed, the front-load garage is not a character-defining feature of Over-the-Rhine's 

historic single-family homes, and its inclusion here is decidedly inappropriate, representing a conflation 

of OTR's street-facing townhouse and alley-facing carriage house typologies.  While the subdivision of 

the garage entry into two separate doors is at least more appropriate than placing a single two-car garage 

door in the main facade of a new house, this does little to make up for the fact that garage doors simply do 

not appear on the facades of contributing townhouses in OTR.  It is especially inappropriate for the entire 
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ground floor facade of a townhouse to be windowless because it is fully occupied by a front door and 

garage doors.  A compromise might have been to design the house with a two-car tandem garage that 

would require only a single one-car garage door, and place a room with appropriate ground floor windows 

in the bay to the right of the front door.  Again, however, even this solution would be only marginally 

more compatible with the neighborhood.  While applicants for new residences in OTR complain that it is 

simply unrealistic to expect people to build homes without garages today, such arguments ignore the fact 

that many people live comfortably in OTR's historic buildings (including single-family homes) with 

nothing but on-street parking.  This is a sacrifice that people make to live in a neighborhood with historic 

character, and OTR would lose that character if every ground floor were turned into a garage.  People 

who wish to build a new house in OTR should not expect to have exceptions made for them simply 

because they are investing in the area.  If having a two-car attached garage is of such high priority that it 

cannot be sacrificed for the good of OTR, applicants for certificates of appropriateness should be 

encouraged to build elsewhere, rather than be pandered to by the Historic Conservation Board.           

Detail: 

Much of the detailing has already been discussed in passing within the three sections above.  The 

treatment of the cornice is the element of the facade that requires the most analysis in terms of detailing.  

To make the element more compatible with the simple vernacular Greek Revival cornices found in Over-

the-Rhine, the whole cornice should have been made approximately twice as tall, with a frieze-like fascia 

below the projecting element of the cornice.  And while the degree of the eave's projection is appropriate, 

the gutter has been placed within the register of the fascia of the eave, combining the corona and cyma 

into one element.  It would have been more appropriate to double the height of the projecting fascia and 

place the gutter in the upper half of its register to create the impression of a corona surmounted by a 

cymatium.  Finally, the small pseudo-brackets are not appropriate to the historic examples in OTR that the 

cornice most directly resembles, and are not even spaced with any reference to the window openings 

below.  It would have been more appropriate to omit the feature altogether, since such brackets are not 
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seen on the vernacular Greek Revival facades of OTR to which the facade of the residence in question is 

most closely related. 

Case Study 9: Sharp Village Annex 

 

● Subarea of OTR (based on list of six subareas noted above): OTR Central (north of Liberty 

Street) 

● Project Address: Scattered sites on E. Clifton Ave. between Lang and Frintz streets 

● Year of Construction: 2000 

● Date of Approval by Historic Conservation Board 

● Size of Project (Block or Small): Block 

● North or South of Liberty Street: North 

● Project Background:  

Figure 533: 108 and 114 E. Clifton Ave., Sharp Village Annex, looking south.  Representative of all buildings in the case study.  
(Source: Google Street-view.  Available from https://www.google.com/maps/search/sharp+village+annex/@39.1163527,-
84.5149584, accessed Oct. 26, 2021. 
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Affordable housing infill initiative by Over-the-Rhine Community Housing (OTRCH) on 

scattered sites.466  This project predates the formation and involvement of 3CDC in Over-the-

Rhine, and demonstrates the quality of affordable housing interventions in the neighborhood prior 

to the time of 3CDC. 

● Summary of context:  

This project occupies a series of vacant or previously undeveloped sites along a portion of E. 

Clifton Ave. that retains a large number of intact historic brick buildings.  This is an area of Over-

the-Rhine where the character of historic building stock is especially unified, and it was therefore 

of special importance that new architecture blend with the existing.  As shown in the analysis 

below, this requirement was met to an outstanding degree. 

● Evaluation of compatibility/appropriateness: 

The subject of this case study is the most appropriate example of a multi-parcel, multifamily infill project 

identified within this extensive study of infill in Over-the-Rhine.  While several opportunities for 

improvement will be noted in the analysis below, the intervention should generally be treated as an 

exemplary model for similar infill throughout the district.  It is noteworthy that this intervention predates 

many less appropriate examples of multi-parcel residential infill examined in other case studies, such as 

the Elm Street Townhouses, the W. 15th Street Townhouses, and the Hillman Point project on Wade 

Street.  This indicates that there was a good precedent available to study within OTR for those projects, 

and that it was not used to inform their design.  In any case, the project at hand further reinforces two 

observations made throughout the case studies: 1) that OTR's affordable housing infill tends to be more 

context-sensitive than market-rate or mixed-income infill, and 2) that affordable housing infill projects 

overseen by entities other than 3CDC in OTR are unfailingly more context-sensitive than the affordable 

or mixed-income infill built by 3CDC and its partners. 

                                                           
466 “Properties & Projects,” Over-the-Rhine Community Housing, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://otrch.org/properties-projects/.   
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The ultimate success of the project at hand is that it unequivocally reinforces and preserves the 

distinct character of Over-the-Rhine.  And for the benefit of those who fear that Invention within a Style 

necessarily involves the creation of "false history," it must be pointed out that the Sharp Village project 

manages to be context-sensitive without creating the erroneous impression that it is historic.  Indeed, 

anyone who cares enough to look closely at the buildings will note the subtle indications of contemporary 

construction, but, here, the new is clearly distinguishable from the old in a way that does not disrupt the 

neighborhood's singular sense of place -- unlike, say, Mercer commons, which subverts Over-the-Rhine's 

sense of place along multiple blocks in order to distinguish itself from the neighborhood's historic fabric.  

We have discussed elsewhere that the standard of judgment for the appropriateness of infill in OTR 

should be Kant's first categorical imperative: to "act only in accordance with that maxim through which 

you can at the same time will that it become a universal law."467  If it were a universal law that all infill in 

Over-the-Rhine should follow the principles of design that govern the Sharp Village Annex project, the 

singular character of OTR would be preserved as its many vacant lots continue to be filled in with new 

buildings.  By contrast, if it were a universal law that all future infill in Over-the-Rhine should conform to 

the example of Mercer Commons, or of the W. 15th Street Townhouses, or of Hillman Point, the singular 

character of OTR would be destroyed through the redevelopment of all remaining vacant lots in the 

neighborhood.  Development in OTR is currently following the latter trajectory, and is therefore on 

course to destroy the character of one of the nation's most significant historic neighborhoods by filling 

more than 50 percent of its land with buildings that are egregiously not of their place.  Developers, 

architects, and decision-makers have the power to alter this destructive course by following the example 

set by Sharp Village.  These buildings are not overpoweringly unique or individually significant, but 

neither are the buildings that constitute OTR's historic fabric.  The Sharp Village buildings were designed 

with a clear understanding of their place within a greater whole, where the whole effect of hundreds of 

                                                           
467 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason (1788), tr. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 
2002), 45. 
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coordinated buildings is far greater than the mere sum of its parts, and this is precisely why they are 

substantially compatible with their context while most infill in Over-the-Rhine is not.                  

Height and Massing: 

The three-story height of the Sharp Village buildings is compatible with the fabric of Over-the-Rhine in 

the same manner as the building at 1328 Walnut Street, examined in the preceding case study.  For a full 

discussion of height, see the referenced study. 

With respect to massing, the Sharp Village buildings at 108-112 Clifton Avenue are even more 

appropriate to the setting than the infill project along the east side of Walnut Street.  This is in large part 

because the primary facade of the building is constituted by one plane, with no unnecessary advancing or 

receding elements, and the facade is precisely coplanar with the facades of the extant historic buildings on 

the north side of Clifton Ave.  In this way, the massing of the project in question truly and fully restores 

and extends the historic street-wall.  Consider the effect of this feature in comparison with more complex 

and less appropriate approaches to massing, such as at the Elm Street Townhomes, where the alternation 

between advancing three-bay masses and receding one-bay masses completely destroys any semblance of 

a typical OTR street-wall.  It should further be noted that the simplicity of massing found on the Sharp 

Village buildings is not only more context-sensitive but also less expensive to build -- a double benefit.   

As for the subdivision of the vertical register into a base, middle, and top, the building at hand is 

highly appropriate.  Here, as in few other examples, it is recognized that the "base" of an all-residential 

building in Over-the-Rhine should be nothing more than a single course of stone where the facade meets 

the sidewalk, representing the line where the ground floor plate rests upon the foundation.  As a 

consequence, the "middle" of the facade is appropriately conceived as comprising all three floors of the 

building, without any string-courses or other continuous horizontal elements creating undue division 

between the ground floor and the upper floors.  Finally, the top element is proportioned correctly in its 

height relative to the total height of the facade -- especially with reference to the vernacular Greek 
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Revival buildings found within OTR's residential fabric, such as the Magnolia Street row houses.  The 

"top" element has a form similar to the simple cornices found on the referenced Greek Revival buildings, 

and its overall massing and overhang is compatible with those examples.  While several suggestions for 

further refinement will be made in the section on "detail" below, the design of the "top" is sufficiently 

compatible with the context that it does not in any way detract from the character of the block. 

The massing of this building must also be discussed with respect to its footprint and the shape of 

its side elevation.  The footprint is a sort of T-shape, with the bar of the "T" fronting Clifton Avenue, and 

the wide stem of the "T" centered behind it, extending toward the back of the site.  Such treatment is very 

similar to the massing of historic buildings in Over-the-Rhine, which tend to be wider along the street 

front, to the depth of one room, and then narrower toward the back of their site, behind the front rooms 

with windows overlooking the street.  This condition was often employed to allow neighboring buildings 

to be contiguous along the street while creating light courts between them to permit solar gain and 

ventilation through side windows into the middle rooms of the narrow and deep fabric buildings.  Thus, a 

residence might be 20 feet wide along the street, in order to fill the entire width of a lot and accommodate 

three bays, while it narrows behind the front rooms to a width of sixteen (16) feet.  A typical example is 

found at 1613 Walnut Street, where the described condition has been made visible by the loss of flanking 

historic buildings.  In such cases, where the buildings are capped by side-gabled roofs of shallow pitch, 

the wider portion of the building is simply covered by an extension of the front half of the roof plane over 

its mass, such that it appears to be covered by a shed roof of the same pitch as the rest of the roof.  This 

very condition appears on both sides of the building at 108-112 Clifton, where the mass narrows on each 

side by five (5) feet behind the front-most rooms.  This feature of massing is profoundly compatible with 

the fabric of Over-the-Rhine and helps to reinforce the impression that the building is of its place.  

Materials: 

The materials used on the building at 108-112 E. Clifton Avenue are appropriate to Over-the-Rhine in 

general, and also in the specific manner in which they are applied.   
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The use of limestone or cast stone for the course at the base of the building is remarkably compatible with 

the material found at the base of Over-the-Rhine's all-residential historic buildings.  Not only is the band 

of material appropriate in terms of its height (about six inches, allowing front doors to be elevated from 

the sidewalk by a single step), but also in terms of its color, texture, and lack of conspicuous head joints -- 

all of which render it compatible with the smooth bands of limestone found at the bases of many historic 

residential buildings in OTR.  The use of material at the base of this building is thus far more successful 

than the examples found in other case studies, such as the town houses on Elm Street or Pendleton Street, 

where the base is articulated by cast stone that has the same height and width as standard concrete 

masonry units.  The compatibility of the base material is reinforced by the fact that it is not carried all the 

way up to the sills of the ground-floor windows -- a characteristic of the suburban tract house that has too 

often been employed in less successful attempts at compatible infill in OTR, such as the Pendleton Street 

Townhomes mentioned above. 

The middle section (all three floors) is appropriately clad in brick.  The texture, color, and quality 

of brick are appropriate to the district, though other color selections, such as a rusty orange, would have 

been equally appropriate.  In any case, it is noteworthy that there is no effort to break up the facade into 

separate segments by using different brick colors on different groups of bays, as is done, for instance, on 

the W. 15th Street Townhouses.  (See the case study on the referenced project for further discussion on 

why such treatment should be avoided.)  While the change in the rhythm of fenestration (discussed 

below) was not the most appropriate choice for subdividing the facade of 108-112 E. Clifton into three 

segments with distinctly vertical proportions, this treatment was still more appropriate than employing a 

change in material for this purpose.  Likewise, the building's compatibility with its context is significantly 

reinforced by the carrying of brick cladding from the main facade onto the side facades, which are also 

visible from E. Clifton.  In fact, even the rear facades of the building at 102-112 E. Clifton, which are 

visible from Peete Street to the north, are clad in brick, giving the structure the appearance of a true load-

bearing masonry building.  Indeed, compare the effect of this treatment with that of the inappropriate 
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treatment seen in the case study of the five nearby residences at 126-134 Mulberry Street, where the use 

of vinyl siding on the side facades completely spoils the effect of brick on the fronts.   (And note that the 

former is an affordable housing intervention, while the latter is a market-rate development.)  It should also 

be observed here that the brick at 108-112 E. Clifton is laid only in a running bond -- never employed 

gratuitously in the form of, say, stacked bonds along the vertical edges of window openings, or soldier 

courses between levels, as has been done to the detriment of compatibility on many other infill projects in 

OTR. 

In addition, cast stone is used appropriately for the sills and lintels of all wall openings.  The 

material and the design of the sills and lintels is essentially the same as that found on the building at 1328 

Walnut Street.  For a detailed discussion of why these features are appropriate, see the referenced case 

study.  The lintels at 108-112 E. Clifton also represent an improvement over those at 1328 Walnut in one 

important aspect.  To wit, their faces are flush with the plane of the brick wall into which they are set, 

rather than projecting slightly from it.  This treatment is most typical for such simple lintels where they 

are found on Over-the-Rhine's historic facades.  (The slight projection of lintels from brick walls is 

usually reserved for cases of lintels with more decorative detailing, as at 105 Peete Street.) 

Finally, the use of wood on the cornice is generally appropriate, although a wood with smoother 

(essentially undetectable) grain and a more lustrous paint would have been more appropriate.  Additional 

recommendations for the improvement of the cornice will be treated below in the section on detail.   

Fenestration: 

The main facade of 108-112 E. Clifton Avenue is divided into eight bays, each with a single opening 

located at its center and vertically aligned with the openings on the other levels of the same bay.  At the 

level of the ground floor, the two center bays are occupied by doors, while all other apertures of the 

facade are windows.  All doors and windows are appropriately recessed from the plane of the facade by 
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the same amount -- approximately four inches.  All window openings have 2:1 proportions and are 

appropriately filled by single one-over-one, double-hung wood windows. 

The bays can be placed in two categories: the outer three bays at each end of the main facade, and 

the two bays in the middle.  The bays in the first category are entirely compatible with typical bays found 

on the facades of Over-the-Rhine's historic all-residential buildings, and above the level of the ground 

floor on the facades of OTR's historic mixed-use buildings.  Here, a close and fruitful study of Over-the-

Rhine's fabric is evident in the ratio of the width of openings to the width of wall between openings on the 

same floor, and in the ratio of the height of each opening to the height of the spandrels between openings 

from one floor to the next.  This meticulous attention to the typical size, proportions, and regular rhythm 

of fenestration on the facades of OTR's fabric buildings has rendered the outer three bays at each end of 

the building in question profoundly sensitive to their context.  If the same treatment had also been applied 

to the two center bays, the building would have been an even more outstanding example of substantially 

compatible infill.  Instead, the openings in the two center bays are set significantly closer together, with 

an anomalously narrow segment of wall between them, and an anomalously wide gap of wall between 

each opening in each central bay and the nearest opening toward the outer edge of the facade.  It is not a 

mystery why this change in the spacing and rhythm of openings was employed.  The bunching together of 

the two middle bays effectively divides the facade into two outer three-bay segments and a central two-

bay segment, each of which is taller than it is wide and therefore technically has the distinct "vertical" 

emphasis, as is called for by the design guidelines for infill in OTR.  If the fenestration had been evenly 

spaced across the eight bays, without any further modification to the design of the facade, it is true that 

this sense of subdivision into vertical segments would have been diminished.  However, similar to the 

recommendations made in other case studies, a more appropriate treatment would have been to maintain a 

consistent rhythm of openings and bays across the entire facade, and instead use vertical downspouts to 

separate the two center bays from the groups of three outer bays to the left and right.  This is all that is 

needed to subdivide a facade with horizontal proportions into vertical segments, and, unlike the method 
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employed, it is actually in character with the fabric of OTR.  For an illustrative example, see the historic 

building at 203-205 Clifton Avenue, just down the street, where a downspout subdivides a six-bay-wide 

facade into two distinctly vertical halves.                      

Detail: 

Many facets of detail have already been discussed in passing throughout the sections above.  However, 

two items remain to be examined more rigorously here. 

First, while the lintels are successful overall, the use of a single, wide lintel over the doors in the 

two center bays is not appropriate.  Each door should have its own lintel, even though the two door 

openings are closer together.  This inappropriate design choice would have been avoided if openings had 

been spaced evenly across the entire facade, as recommended in the section on fenestration. 

In addition, while the overall massing and scale of the cornice is compatible with the simple 

cornices found on Over-the-Rhine's historic vernacular Greek Revival buildings, a few features of this 

"top" element should have been detailed differently in order to maximize compatibility.  First, the 

projecting corona element looks oversized and unfinished because it does not have a cymatium at the top.  

Indeed, even though OTR's historic Greek Revival cornices are simpler than their Italianate counterparts, 

they still have a refined gutter element at the top (see, e.g., the row houses at 217-227 Magnolia Street).  

Since the projecting cornice at 108-112 Clifton is tall enough to encompass the register of a proper corona 

and cymatium, the latter should have been applied to cover roughly the upper half of the face of the 

existing corona in order to give it a proper and complete degree of refinement.  Second, small brackets 

have been applied to the frieze-like wood fascia below the corona, and these are problematic in two 

respects.  First, they are too small and too sparsely spaced relative to examples of brackets found at the 

tops of historic buildings in Over-the-Rhine.  Second, they represent a conflation of the Greek Revival 

cornice with the Italianate entablature.  Since brackets are virtually never found on the original Greek 

Revival cornices in OTR, and since the detailing of the cornice (and, of the whole facade) in question is 
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generally more akin to OTR's vernacular Greek Revival buildings than to its Italianate fabric, it would 

have been more appropriate to omit the brackets altogether.  Finally there ought to be at least one thin 

piece of trim with a curved profile serving as a bed-mold between the frieze-like fascia board and the 

projecting corona of the cornice in question, as is typical of even the simplest Greek Revival cornices in 

OTR.  See, again, the example of the cornice across the facades of the Magnolia Street townhouses.  With 

these few additional refinements of detailing, the cornice of 108-112 E. Clifton could have been made 

unsurpassably compatible with its historic counterparts, at very little extra expense, and with very little 

additional effort on the part of the designer.      
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Chapter 6: Case Studies outside of Over-the-Rhine 

To gain a broader perspective on the issue of infill in Over-the-Rhine, it is beneficial to consider relevant 

examples in other locations.  It is especially useful to analyze context-sensitive examples of infill in other 

neighborhoods that have a similar character to OTR.  Accordingly, projects in other historic 

neighborhoods within the Greater Cincinnati area warrant study.  Locations with similar urban 

development patterns and historic architecture outside of the Cincinnati area also offer worthwhile 

examples of appropriate infill – especially insofar as they show how different designers and developers 

have approached similar problems in creative and appropriate ways.  The culture of designing new 

buildings for a historic district can calcify into a rigid and unquestioned orthodoxy when local designers 

do not look outside of their own communities for sources of inspiration.  In such instances, inappropriate 

design choices are often replicated as a matter of routine, and more suitable alternatives are repeatedly 

overlooked.  The brief case studies that follow are intended to aid designers of infill in Over-the-Rhine by 

highlighting additional solutions to a familiar problem.  The featured examples include local projects in 

Covington, Kentucky; regional projects in Columbus, Ohio, Indianapolis, Indiana, and Chicago; and a 

national example in Brooklyn. 
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1. Townhouses on E. 2nd Street, Covington, Kentucky 

East 2nd Street in Covington, Kentucky is steps from the entrance to the historic John Roebling Bridge and 

two blocks south of the Ohio River front.  Buildings in the immediate area include many grand Italianate 

mansions with narrow and deep footprints, generous floor-to-floor heights, and tall, narrow windows with 

ornamental arched hoods.  Along and near the riverside are also historic row houses and double 

townhouses with proportions and features similar to those of the freestanding residences.  Some Italianate 

row houses have square-headed windows with decorative lintels and continuous entablatures across the 

tops of the units, as in the case of the row of seven three-bay townhomes on the north side of E. 2nd Street.  

The project in question is on the same block as these row houses, and blends respectfully into the 

streetscape, as detailed below. 

Figure 601: E. 2nd Street Townhouses, Covington, KY, looking northeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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Developed in the late 1980s, the five townhouses at 212 E. 2nd Street (units A-E) are a simplified 

version of typical historic row houses in Covington’s Riverside Historic District and constitute a 

successful example of Abstract Reference infill in a setting similar to Over-the-Rhine.  Unlike some of 

the newer townhomes examined in the OTR case studies, these townhouses have been built with the taller 

ceilings that are required to achieve compatibility with the proportions of nearby historic residences.  

Their windows are also appropriately tall, narrow, and double-hung with one-over-one sash 

configurations.  The facades of the five townhomes form a single plane set back approximately five feet 

from the sidewalk, reinforcing the continuity of the street wall on the block.  Vertical divisions between 

residences are articulated by downspouts, per historic examples in the area.  Facades are brick above the 

sill of the foundations, and the brick is of a high quality with a glossy finish and consistently crisp edges.  

Windows have stone lug sills and lintels, the latter of which are designed to appear load-bearing, with 

appropriate width (i.e., greater than the width of the window openings themselves, and resting on the 

brick to the left and right of the openings) and depth (in this case, two full brick courses).  The 

foundations themselves are also articulated in a manner consistent with the character-defining residences 

of the neighborhood, rising approximately three feet above grade with a smooth skim coat on the exposed 

face, capped by a thick stone sill course that separates the foundation from the brick of the upper floors 

and protrudes slightly from the plane of the façade.  The front door of each unit is recessed from the 

façade by approximately four feet within a tall, narrow opening with a semicircular arched head that 

matches those of many Italianate and Second Empire houses in the district in dimensions and proportions.  

The front doors have tall inset glass panels, and are capped with single light transom windows with the 

address numbers frosted on their surfaces.  This treatment is highly compatible with typical front 

doorways in the neighborhood.   

All of the features noted above could also qualify the intervention as an example of Invention 

within a Style.  It is in the details and the patterns of fenestration that the project earns its distinction as an 

example of Abstract Reference.  For instance, while the front door openings match historic neighborhoods 
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in their shape, size, and proportions, the stone jamb and arch moldings that surround the openings are 

smooth and flush with the plane of the brick facades, rather than being enriched with low-relief decorative 

detailing.  Unlike some examples of infill where such simplification is unsuccessful, the abstraction 

displayed here does not take on a cartoonish quality because it is well executed: the width of the molding 

is comparable to that of similar moldings on nearby historic entrances; the molding is made up of five 

large, solid pieces (two pieces in each jamb molding, made to look like one piece with a well-disguised 

joint, and one arched head molding) rather than built out of small pieces with excessive and conspicuous 

joints (a cost-saving shortcut that frequently spoils the compatibility of such a front door frame with 

historic counterparts); and finished with whitewash.  The entablature across the top of the facades is less 

detailed than those on most historic buildings in the district, but it still has brackets at regular intervals 

that negotiate the change in plane between the frieze and the corona.  In this way, the entablature is more 

successful than many examples featured in the Abstract Reference case studies for OTR, in which there is 

a dramatic difference in plane between frieze and corona without brackets to provide visual and tectonic 

support for the overhang.  Finally, while each townhouse at 212 E. 2nd Street is wide enough to 

encompass three typical bays, the center bay of each unit is a blind brick wall with no openings.  This 

treatment is not found among the character-defining buildings of the neighborhood, and represents an 

abstraction from the typical pattern of fenestration, though the spacing and rhythm of openings otherwise 

remains consistent with that of the nearby historic fabric.   

While the case studies in this chapter and in Chapter 5 have focused on the facades of buildings that 

are visible from public rights of way, it is also pertinent to consider the private rear facades of the 

townhouses at 212 E. 2nd Street.  Unlike the front facades, the backs feature large expanses of glass and 

sliding glass doors, with much more void in proportion to solid wall than found on the publicly visible 

faces.  This is a good example of an intervention in which the existing character of a street is shown 

respect through the design of the front and side facades, while the private rear façade is treated as a 

canvas for less restrained design without any adverse impact on a neighborhood’s quality of place.  
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However, this approach is successful only in locations where the rear facades are not visible from an alley 

or a secondary street.     

2. Garrard Row Townhomes, E. 3rd Street, Covington, Kentucky 

Completed in 1983, the Garrard Row Townhomes complement the historic character of Covington, 

Kentucky’s Ohio Riverside Historic District, which is marked by an abundance of Italianate and Greek 

Revival architecture similar to that of Over-the-Rhine.  Comprising eleven townhomes – each three bays 

wide and two stories tall – the late-twentieth-century development reinforces key features of the 

neighborhood’s architecture and urbanism.   

In terms of fenestration, the division of each façade into three bays is typical of both attached and 

detached dwellings in the district.  The dimensions and proportions of window openings, the ratio of 

openings to solid wall, and the use of double-hung windows are all consistent with the character of the 

Figure 602: Garrard Row Townhomes, Covington, KY, looking southeast.  (Photo by the author.) 
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neighborhood.  The use of brick from the foundation sill up to the cornice on the facades is also typical of 

the locality’s architecture, as are the cast stone lug sills and the wide lintels that are both deep and wide 

enough to have the appearance of load-bearing members.  The foundations are raised only slightly above 

grade and capped by a band of cast stone that projects slightly from the face of the brick above and the 

smooth foundation wall below. 

All of the above features are found in some of the most appropriate examples of infill within 

Over-the-Rhine (especially in the category of Invention within a Style).  The Garrard Row Townhomes 

are an adaptation of the vernacular Greek Revival mode of design.  However, several additional features 

set this project apart from most similar interventions in OTR, making it a model example of context-

sensitive design.  Perhaps most important is the fact that the facades of all eleven units are entirely 

Figure 603: Placard indicating construction date of Garrard Row Townhomes, preventing any effect of “false history.”  (Photo by 
the author.)  
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coplanar, with no gratuitous changes in plane to distinguish one dwelling from the next.  Instead, simple 

cylindrical downspouts are placed along the party-wall lines between units, punctuating vertical divisions 

between dwellings in a manner typical of row houses in the Cincinnati area.  In addition, the brick is of a 

quality approximately equal to that of the historic brick in the neighborhood.  Unlike the brick that is 

often used today for new suburban tract houses (and many of the recent townhouses constructed in Over-

the-Rhine), the brick on the Garrard Row Townhomes has consistently crisp and straight edges with 

precisely articulated mortar joints.  Finally, the exposure of the foundation is appropriate to row houses in 

the setting, allowing for two to three steps up from the sidewalk to the threshold of each front door, with 

simple, rough-cut limestone stoops in front of most dwelling entries.  By contrast, many attempts at 

context-sensitive row house infill in OTR has exposed too much or too little of the foundation to achieve 

true compatibility with the neighboring historic residences. 

One or two elements of the Garrard Row Townhomes could have been adjusted to achieve further 

compatibility with the shape and form of Covington’s historic row houses and single-family residences.  

First, the townhomes as built each have a small gable above the second-floor window centered over the 

front door.  This feature creates a break in the cornice line once every three bays across the collective 

width of the eleven facades, while typical Greek Revival row houses in the area have continuous soffits or 

cornices across dwelling facades.  Second, within the same bay that is capped by the gable on each unit, 

the second-floor window is slightly wider than the rest of the windows on each façade.  This creates 

another discontinuity in the rhythm of fenestration that is atypical for the housing type in this location.  

Still, these relatively minor shortcomings do not detract significantly from the overall effect of 

compatibility with context. 

Another noteworthy feature is employed here.  While the keen observer could spot many subtle 

indicators of the project’s period of construction, there is also a placard on the façade of the westernmost 

unit that reads “Garrard Row Townhomes, 1983.”  In this way, the intervention avoids creating the 
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impression of false history without relying on extreme architectural contrast between itself and its historic 

neighbors to make the point. 

  

3. 308 Jackson Street, German Village, Columbus, Ohio 

As its name suggests, German Village on the south side of Columbus, Ohio has a heritage very similar to 

that of Over-the-Rhine.  And as in the case of OTR, the immigrants who settled and built German Village 

assimilated to American architectural culture by building in the Italianate and vernacular Greek Revival 

styles rather than following the fashions of the fatherland.  Most historic buildings in German Village are 

also of a red-orange brick and remarkably uniform in color, resulting in a strong continuity of character 

comparable to that of OTR.  Unlike OTR, German Village has fewer contiguous buildings, more 

freestanding structures, and few buildings that exceed three stories in height.  The density of construction 

is thus lower in German Village than in OTR.  Nevertheless, many of the freestanding historic houses and 

double townhouses in German Village are similar to their counterparts in OTR, and much of the 

residential infill among these homes can be taken as a model for similar projects in OTR.  Most historic 

single-family houses in German Village take on one of three forms: 1) two stories tall and three bays wide 

with a side-gabled roof and all bays on the same plane; 2) a two-story gabled-L three bays wide along the 

street with the entrance bay set farther back from the street than the other two and an attic window 

centered in the front gable; or 3) a one-and-one-half story with a gabled front, two or three bays wide on 

the ground floor with one or two upper level windows located symmetrically in the gable.  

The house at 308 Jackson Street is of the second variety (a two-story gabled-L), just like the nearby house 

at 524 S. 3rd Street (built c. 1920).  Unlike the house at 524 S. 3rd Street, the house at 308 Jackson was 

built in 2001.  Despite a difference of approximately eighty years between their construction dates, these 

two houses have almost exactly the same proportions, massing, materials, details, and fenestration.  The 

photos of the two homes below preclude the need to describe all of the similarities in great detail.  The 

photos also illustrate that the differences between the two homes are subtle.  For instance, while the older  
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house has a foundation of natural stone blocks, the newer house has a CMU foundation with the texture of 

Figure 3Figure 605:  524 S. 3rd Street, German Village, Columbus, OH (c. 1900).  (Source: Franklin County, OH Auditor.  Available 
from https://property.franklincountyauditor.com/_web/idoc2/photoviewfixed.aspx?sIndex=2&idx=1&LMparent=20.  Accessed 
Oct, 26, 2021.) 

Figure 604: Above, 308 Jackson Street, German Village, Columbus, OH.  Built 2001.  (Source: Franklin County, OH Auditor.  
Available from https://property.franklincountyauditor.com/_web/idoc2/photoviewfixed.aspx?sIndex=0&idx=1&LMparent=20.  
Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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coarse stone.  Likewise, while the older house is entirely built of brick, the newer house has brick on the 

front-gabled portion of the L and wood drop siding on the side-gabled portion.  Although this treatment is 

not typical of the historic gabled-L two stories in German Village, similar wood siding material is still 

found among historic buildings in the neighborhood. 

While visual inspection confirms the difference in age between the two houses in question, the house at 

308 Jackson Street is entirely compatible with the strong character of its place.  There was nothing 

necessarily insincere or deceptive about building such a house in 2001.  The effect is not to trick 

passersby but to preserve the character of a block for the sake of its continued beauty and cohesiveness 

through time.  A few features of this design stand out as exemplary compared to other instances of infill 

that loudly assert their new and different status in similar settings.  For instance, the pitch of the front 

gable matches the pitches of front-gables on historic gabled-L two-stories in German Village.  Very often, 

new gable-fronted houses in historic neighborhoods are constructed with steeper or shallower gable 

pitches than is typical for nearby historic homes.  Such deviations from standard massing in new 

construction are often more disruptive to the appearance of a block than simply leaving a vacant lot  

empty.  The treatment of the gable at 308 Jackson Street shows a great sensitivity to the nuances of 

German Village’s architectural character.   
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4. The Bottleworks, Massachusetts Avenue, Indianapolis, Indiana 

While many of Over-the-Rhine’s vacant sites are narrow, there are still open areas available to be 

developed with much larger buildings, and it is important to ensure that larger-scale interventions are 

compatible with the neighborhood’s historic warehouses, industrial structures, or civic buildings 

(depending on their use and their nearest neighbors).  Infill on large parcels or multi-parcel sites can have 

an especially profound impact on the character of a street or block, and, as seen in the case studies of 

OTR infill, some sites of this nature have been developed in a manner that detracts from the 

neighborhood’s genius loci.   

By contrast, an example of infill on a similar scale that reinforces the character of a historic 

district is the twelve-acre Bottleworks project on the Massachusetts Avenue corridor of Indianapolis 

Figure 4 Figure 606: Rendering of new mixed-use building in the Bottleworks project, Massachusetts Ave., Indianapolis, IN.  
(Source: Indianapolis Business Journal.  Available from https://www.ibj.com/articles/70579-update-developer-lands-first-office-
tenant-for-bottleworks-project.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.)   
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(known locally as “Mass. Ave.”).  Through this ambitious initiative, the city’s former Coca Cola bottling 

plant has been adaptively reused and complemented with additional new buildings to create a new hotel, 

business, and entertainment area off of an already thriving thoroughfare.  Prior to the project, the 

outstanding art deco buildings of the bottling plant designed by Rubush & Hunter had been used as 

administrative offices for Indianapolis Public Schools (IPS), while the ample amount of open space on the 

remainder of the site had been paved over and used as parking for the IPS bus fleet.468  Following the 

relocation of these utilitarian functions to a less conspicuous place within the city, the former parking 

areas have been redeveloped with new buildings that are compatible with the urbanism and architecture of 

Mass. Ave. 

One new building in the Bottleworks project is particularly worthy of attention.  Located at the 

intersection of Massachusetts and Carrollton avenues, this three-story commercial building has a simple 

combination of materials suitable to the neighborhood: reddish brick and neutral limestone or cast stone 

resembling limestone.  Similar to many early twentieth century commercial buildings in the area, this new 

structure has a layered “tapestry” pattern on its facades, with horizontal brick spandrels woven under 

vertical stone pilasters.  The voids framed by these solid elements are horizontal in their emphasis, but are 

each subdivided by mullions into four or five vertical windows on the second and third floors, as is 

typical for such openings on comparable historic buildings in the district.  At the ground level, the 

openings are taller and more square in proportion, accommodating storefronts that are divided into a base, 

middle, and top with framed bulkheads at the bottom flanking shop doors, large shop windows resting on 

the bulkheads in the middle, and a top composed of transoms and transom windows.  The proportions of 

these storefronts are coordinated with the proportions of historic storefronts that define the character of 

the corridor. 

                                                           
468 Indiana Landmarks, Central Regional Office, “Refreshing Plans for Indy’s Coca-Cola Bottling Plant,” Indiana Landmarks, Jun. 16, 
2017, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://www.indianalandmarks.org/2017/06/refreshing-plans-indianapolis-coca-cola-bottling-
plant/.    
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One of the most salient features of the building at Mass. and Carrollton is the meeting of its two main 

facades at an obtuse angle of about 135 degrees (matching the angle at which the two noted streets meet).  

As in Over-the-Rhine, such irregular angles are typical of sites on Mass. Ave., and the handling of this 

condition in the design of new buildings has a significant impact on the degree to which those buildings 

are compatible with their context.  As of this writing, there is a trend toward placing strong emphasis on 

corner elements of new commercial buildings at intersections in urban historic districts – in Over-the-

Rhine, Indianapolis, and many other locations.  The trend is especially rampant where the facades at the 

corner meet at an acute or obtuse angle rather than at a standard right angle.  Typically in these cases, the 

corners will be punctuated by major changes in plane, much larger expanses of glass (and thus higher 

ratios of void to solid) than seen on other parts of the facades, massive corner windows, and boxed walls 

around window openings clad in non-masonry materials such as metal or cement board.  Such corner 

elements emphatically call attention to a geometric site condition that is already self-evident.  While many 

historic flat-iron buildings possess architectural elements that punctuate their corners, such as more 

elaborate window frames or small turrets that begin above the ground floor, those devises are far more 

subtle than those that are now frequently employed.  On Mass. Ave., most of the historic buildings with 

facades meeting at irregular angles have no special articulation at that juncture, allowing the angle to 

speak for itself.  The new building at Mass. and Carrollton similarly has the meeting of its two main 

facades treated with minimal fanfare.  A stone pilaster similar to the others is simply bent at a 135-degree 

angle and made slightly wider to negotiate the corner.  The restraint exercised in the design of this corner 

is largely responsible for the exceptional compatibility of the building at Mass. and Carrollton with the 

original Coco Cola building to its north, and the other older buildings on the street.  A similar treatment 

would be equally appropriate for corner sites in Over-the-Rhine, where the articulation of acute and 

obtuse angles on historic buildings is equally subtle.              
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5. 955 West Webster Avenue, Lincoln Park, Chicago, Illinois (Built in 2007) 

Designed by Timothy LeVaughn and Associates Architects, this four-story mixed-use building affirms 

the historic character of West Webster Avenue in Chicago’s Lincoln Park469 while adding something new 

to the architectural richness of the block.  In its materials, scale, and proportions, the building could be 

classified as Italianate, and it would generally be as appropriate to Over-the-Rhine as it is to Lincoln Park.  

                                                           
469 “955 W. Webster Avenue, Chicago,” Timothy LeVaughn + Associates, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, 
https://www.timothylevaughn.com/exteriors?lightbox=image1apd.   

Figure 607: 955 W. Webster Ave., Lincoln Park, Chicago, IL, looking south.  (Source: Google Street-view.  Available from 
https://www.google.com/maps/@41.9217607,-
87.6532032,3a,75y,159.55h,112.35t/data=!3m7!1e1!3m5!1sjGZgEZbt7dDlIAp3JlyX8A!2e0!6shttps:%2F%2Fstreetviewpixels-
pa.googleapis.com%2Fv1%2Fthumbnail%3Fpanoid%3DjGZgEZbt7dDlIAp3JlyX8A%26cb_client%3Dmaps_sv.tactile.gps%26w%3D
203%26h%3D100%26yaw%3D261.01013%26pitch%3D0%26thumbfov%3D100!7i16384!8i8192.  Accessed Oct. 26, 2021.) 
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Unlike many of the new mixed-use buildings that have been inserted into OTR’s vacant lots, 955 West 

Webster fully exhibits the vertical tripartition into a clearly defined base, middle, and top that is typical of 

mixed-use Italianate buildings, and it does so in a manner that is consistent not only with the letter of this 

rule but also with the spirit.  Indeed, while many of the recent mixed-use buildings in OTR technically 

possess an articulated base and top, the bases are often so simplified in their design, and the tops are both 

so simplified and so short in proportion to total building height, that the final effect of these components 

is nothing like that of their counterparts on the district’s historic buildings.  By contrast, the articulated 

metal storefront of 955 West Webster has a refinement of detail and proportion that is compatible with the 

historic storefronts of the block (and would be equally compatible with the storefronts of OTR’s historic 

commercial buildings).  Likewise, the proportion of the cornice to the full height of the façade is 

consonant with the corresponding proportions on the neighboring historic mixed-use buildings, and the 

cornice itself is articulated with traditional, human-scale moldings that follow the principles of Italianate 

entablature design. 

And yet, no interested or observant passerby would ever mistake the building in question for a 

nineteenth- or early twentieth-century creation.  What LeVaughn has achieved at 955 West Webster is 

something that historicists would like to deem impossible: a twenty-first century Italianate building.  The 

architect clearly exercised creativity in executing the design, and was not reduced to copyism for working 

within the principles of an established style.  While the project emphasizes continuity of place over 

expression of time, it does not create any impression of false history through its Italianate character, 

discrediting the notion that a new Italianate building in a historic neighborhood is inherently deceptive.  

Numerous features give away the building’s contemporary date, such as the I-beam and I-column frame 

around the storefront instead of decorative cast-iron and the soldier course lintels over the entry doors in 

the side bays.  The parquetry pattern of the brick in the upper level spandrels and ground-floor bulkheads, 

while not necessarily unheard of among historic Italianate buildings, is less common in those examples, 

and represents an inventive treatment on the part of the designer.  The entablature itself has all of the 
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standard components of an Italianate entablature, with most of the standard proportions, projections, and 

inflections, but the checkerboard pattern between the architrave of alternating brick and stone and the 

brackets above is a playful invention that still respects the basic rules of Italianate façade composition. 

A limited material palette of brick, stone, and steel helps to establish continuity with the 

neighborhood’s historic buildings.  The color of the brick is also important to the effect of compatibility.  

Rather than being gray or black to stress the building’s more recent construction (as is so common among 

infill projects in OTR and other urban neighborhoods), the brick is a combination of red and brown 

similar to that which is found on most buildings on the block.  Contemporary materials such as cement 

board are not employed to emphasize contrast between old and new, and the new is still clearly 

distinguishable from the old.  Stone (or cast stone) elements such as lintels are all one piece and 

sufficiently wide and deep to be convincing as load-bearing structural members.  Corbelled brick and 

stone or cast-stone sill courses are used in a manner consistent with the local historic context.  The large 

plate glass window in the storefront is of an appropriate size and shape for an Italianate commercial 

façade, demonstrating that it is still feasible (budget permitting) to include expansive shop windows in 

urban mixed-use buildings – a feature that is often omitted from new mixed-use buildings in Over-the-

Rhine.  
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6. New Townhouses, Cobble Hill, Brooklyn, New York, NY 

 

Figure 608: New Townhouses designed by Fairfax & Sammons, State Street, Brooklyn, NY.  (Source: Google Street View.  
Available from https://www.google.com/maps/@40.6878071,-
73.9850066,3a,75y,352.93h,95.87t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sVxxU4fVP6Ffv3ZwuIOeVkA!2e0!7i16384!8i8192.  Accessed Nov. 3, 
2021.) 

The row of seven townhouses designed by Fairfax & Sammons Architects in Brooklyn’s Cobble Hill is 

an exemplar of context-sensitive infill that won a Palladio Award in 2018.470  Each townhouse is only 

fifteen feet wide,471 meaning that the parameters for façade-design were similar to those encountered on 

many of Over-the-Rhine’s narrow vacant sites. 

                                                           
470 Nancy A. Ruhling, “Fairfax & Sammons Architects’ Traditional-Style Townhouses,” Period Homes Digital, Jul. 11, 2018, 
accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://www.period-homes.com/palladio-awards/traditional-style-townhouses.   
471 Ibid. 
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While the brownstone category of townhome is generally not appropriate to Over-the-Rhine,472 

the principles employed in the design of this project are directly applicable to the design of new 

construction for OTR. The primary designer of the Cobble Hill townhouse facades was Richard 

Sammons, a living expert in traditional architectural proportion and moldings.  Sammons paid close 

attention to the proportion of base to middle to top on Brooklyn’s townhomes.  In this case, an above-

grade garden level with the front door gained by a full exterior staircase is a typical feature of the 

neighborhood’s residences.  The alternating pattern of flat and bow-fronted facades is also appropriate to 

the context, where many character-defining ranges of townhomes are rhythmically punctuated by stacked 

bow or bay windows that extend all the way to through the cornice.  Window aspect ratios are close to a 

double-square proportion, and are generally of a six-over-six true divided light double-hung 

configuration, while the taller first-floor windows are six-over-nine.  Again, such features are common 

among Brooklyn’s historic townhomes.  The facades of the new townhouses are set back farther from the 

street than their historic neighbors.  While varied setbacks are usually incongruous with the character of 

Over-the-Rhine (except parts of the Pendleton Subarea), they are far more common in Brooklyn, such that 

the employment of a slightly deeper setback for new townhomes in Cobble Hill does not result in 

significant contrast.   

Of indispensable importance to the success of the Cobble Hill townhouses is their detailing.  As 

was emphasized in Chapter 5, the crowning element at the top of a new façade in a traditional 

neighborhood can enhance or spoil the overall compatibility of an infill project.  In this instance, the 

entablature is appropriate to the character of the neighborhood not only in terms of the proportion of its 

height to the full height of the façade, but also with respect to its internal proportions.  Indeed, the cornice 

is about equal in height to the frieze.  The top of the wall constitutes a sort of implied architrave, so no 

architrave is articulated.  The cornice itself is appropriately subdivided (from bottom to top) into a 

                                                           
472 See the case study on the E. 15th Street Townhouses in Chapter 5.  Brooklynesque townhouses are not generally context-
sensitive in Over-the-Rhine, but they are certainly appropriate in Brooklyn.  
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bedmold, corona, and cyma.  The bedmold itself is also tripartite, with a traditional subdivision (from 

bottom to top) into a lower molding, a course of projecting modillions, and a cap molding.  Like Over-

the-Rhine, Brooklyn was constructed by designers and builders who understood that following certain 

basic conventions of the arrangement, proportion, and profile of moldings is critical to achieving a deeply 

cohesive character in a neighborhood. 

Also important is the use of materials – primarily brick, brown sandstone accents, and wood on 

the facades, with decorative cast iron used for the railings, newels, and balusters of the front stairs.  All 

materials are consistent in color, texture, and dimensions with equivalent materials found on the 

neighborhood’s historic buildings.  While the materials used in the project were available in the 

nineteenth century, they are not exclusively of the nineteenth century, as the Cobble Hill townhomes well 

prove.  The townhouses also demonstrate that there is still sufficient skilled craftsmanship to shape those 

materials into refined forms.  The project is an essay in what it means for a building to be of its place.  It 

also presents a compelling alternative to the prevailing assumptions regarding what it means for a twenty-

first-century building to “bear a contemporary stamp.”   
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CHAPTER 7: Recommendations 

Reform of Secretary of the Interior’s Standard 9 

The Theoretical Literature Review called attention to the flaws of Standard 9 in the Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties – specifically the clause that “The new work 

will be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale 

and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment.”  The deleterious 

effects of this opaque and arguably self-contradictory prescription have already been discussed.  

However, as detailed in Chapter 3, the principles in question have been integral to the official 

preservation doctrine in the United States since the 1970s, and integral to other national and global 

preservation manifestos since the 1960s or earlier.  Even if attitudes begin to shift away from codified 

orthodox views, the power of written policy obtains.  Accordingly, any true reform of infill practices and 

standards in the U.S. would need to involve the revision of Standard 9 to eliminate contradictions, 

promote context-sensitive infill, and remedy the ambiguity that currently allows for a broad range of 

highly subjective interpretations of what constitutes “compatibility.”  Advocacy at local, state, and federal 

levels would be essential to achieving this reform, and interest groups such as Preservation Action could 

play a role.        

Featuring architectural character and construction in new Over-the-Rhine Museum 

Over-the-Rhine will soon have a permanent museum dedicated to its history and significance.  Located 

north of Liberty Street, the museum will occupy two of the neighborhood’s historic tenement buildings, 

and will be partly modeled after the Tenement Museum in Manhattan’s Lower East Side.473  While the 

Over-the-Rhine Museum has not yet begun to occupy its new home on W. McMicken Avenue and 

Findlay Street,474 the organization already offers a successful set of guided walking tours focusing on 

                                                           
473 Randy Tucker, “New OTR Museum planned,” Cincinnati Enquirer, Jan. 14, 2020, 4A. 
474 “Our New Home,” Over-the-Rhine Museum, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, http://www.otrmuseum.org/our-new-home.   
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“Tenement Life North of Liberty,” “Tenement Life South of Liberty,” “Women’s History,” and “Labor 

History.”475  These are all critically important components of OTR’s heritage to spotlight and interpret.  

Once the physical museum is completed and open to visitors, the period restoration of a tenement will 

also inherently feature a major element of OTR’s architecture, as a backdrop to the lives of Cincinnati’s 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century working class.  However, the Over-the-Rhine museum (or a 

separate museum in the district) should also strive to showcase the neighborhood’s buildings and 

construction as objects of interest in their own right.  A similar concept has been realized through the 

Museum of Bath Architecture (formerly the Building of Bath Museum) in Bath, England.476  There, 

visitors can learn about the technical details of a great city’s historic architecture through cross sectional 

models of structural assemblies, scale models of buildings and infrastructure, lectures by architectural 

historians, and exhibits celebrating the city’s architects, builders, and developers.  Over-the-Rhine 

deserves a museum or an exhibition space within a museum that highlights and interprets its cornices, 

storefronts, brick walls, windows, roof structures, foundations, and ornament.  Such a museum should 

also focus on methods of construction and restoration, the builders and designers of OTR’s historic 

architecture, and the neighborhood’s urban development patterns.  While attractive and beneficial to 

tourists and the local public at large, the museum would also be especially beneficial for architects and 

craftspeople who work in the neighborhood and could improve their own approach to the design and 

execution of infill by learning in greater detail about OTR’s earlier buildings.  A curated selection of 

details (especially as cross-sectional models) would help to demonstrate how historic techniques for 

durable and beautiful construction are still largely practicable today.  

Design Committee and Architects Fee Fund for Exemplary Infill Design 

Columbus, Indiana became a celebrated center of Modernist architectural design through the Architecture 

Program at the Cummins Foundation, a fund established by Cummins CEO J. Irwin Miller in 1954 to 

                                                           
475 “Walking the Stories,” Over-the-Rhine Museum, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, http://www.otrmuseum.org/walking-the-stories.   
476 Museum of Bath Architecture, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://museumofbatharchitecture.org.uk/.   
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cover fees for the design of new local buildings by prominent Modern architects.477  A similar model 

could be adopted in Cincinnati to fund the design of appropriate new construction in historic districts by 

architects who have demonstrated excellence in the design of compatible infill.  Of course, Cincinnati has 

local architects who are capable of designing appropriate infill or willing to learn, and they should not be 

discouraged or excluded from the opportunity to do so.  However, at least some of the vacant lots in 

neighborhoods like Over-the-Rhine could be reimagined by architects with a regional, national, or global 

reputation for their work in traditional design.  As demonstrated in the case studies, it is not traditional 

infill as such, but traditional infill improperly executed, that has given further fuel to the argument that 

Abstract Reference and Intentional Opposition are the only respectful approaches to infill.  Over-the-

Rhine deserves examples of traditional infill done well.  Just as Cincinnati has boosted its architectural 

profile through works by major figures in contemporary design such as Zaha Hadid, Peter Eisenman, 

Daniel Libeskind, and Cesar Pelli,478 it could further enrich its reputation as a relevant design city by 

inviting some of the most creative and respected practitioners of classical and traditional architecture to 

work in its neighborhoods. 

Standards for the selection of architects would have to be sufficiently well defined that their 

interpretation would not vary significantly depending on the jurors.  Possible criteria could include 

previous receipt of major recognition for excellence in compatible traditional architecture, such as the 

Driehaus Prize or a Palladio Award.  Review committee members could be selected based on a 

measurable commitment to context-sensitive traditional design, such as active involvement with 

organizations like the Institute of Classical Art and Architecture (ICAA), or a record of scholarship and 

teaching in the field of traditional architecture.  The fund could be capitalized by a philanthropic promoter 

of traditional building, or through crowdfunding by the general public of Cincinnati.  If observers such as 

                                                           
477 “The Cummins Foundation,” Visit Columbus Indiana, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://columbus.in.us/cummins-foundation/.   
478 Cincinnati Enquirer Editorial Staff, “Great design raises bar, worth the cost,” Cincinnati Enquirer, Nov. 16, 2005, C6. 
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Tom Wolfe479 and Léon Krier480 are correct, the public has a strong preference for quality traditional 

architecture, and it would not be outlandish to expect many individuals to make small donations to 

support the cause of the proposed fund.  The program would need to be administered through a dedicated 

nonprofit with a mission of preserving the aesthetic character of Over-the-Rhine by facilitating exemplary 

context-sensitive design.   

Façade Grants to make inappropriate infill more compatible 

While infill can impact the character of a historic district almost as profoundly as demolition, one benefit 

of the former is that its negative effects are relatively reversible over time.  The demolition of a historic 

building can never be fully reversed (even if reconstruction provides a close approximation), but an 

inappropriate newer building on a vacant lot can be remodeled or replaced to achieve greater 

compatibility with a historic setting.  Rectifying the ill effects of incongruous infill can be a slow process, 

sometimes taking multiple generations, depending on the durability of the intervention.  However, given 

the quality of materials and construction often employed in contrasting infill, many of the incompatible 

newer buildings in Over-the-Rhine may not last very long before they need to be replaced or extensively 

repaired, and such rapid deterioration may provide opportunities for swift correction of new construction 

that has degraded the character of the neighborhood.  An example is the Gateway I project discussed in 

the case studies.  As noted, while the building was constructed in the early 2000s, it is already showing 

signs of significant water damage to its exterior cladding material in 2021 and it exhibits many design 

flaws that not only detract from OTR’s sense of place but also fail to shed water properly.  Hamilton 

County Ohio’s building permit records show that multiple interior repairs have already had to be 

completed to remediate water damage in the building.  Rather than continuing to restore a contemporary 

building that never complemented the character of the neighborhood and was not properly designed or 

                                                           
479 Tom Wolfe, “From Bauhaus to Our House: Architecture for architects only,” Harper’s Magazine, July 1981, 40-59.  Accessed 
Oct. 19, 2021, http://archive.harpers.org/1981/07/pdf/HarpersMagazine-1981-07-
0024599.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJXATU3VRJAAA66RA&Expires=1363284928&Signature=9WnMFTEUu7FVdFhltmdx3LIVUJ0%
3D.     
480 Krier, Architecture: Choice or Fate, 64. 
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constructed to handle the basic elements of nature, it would be more efficient to alter its façade according 

to a design and with materials that match the historic buildings of the neighborhood and are duly durable. 

A façade grant program could be established to support the redesign and remodeling of 

incompatible contemporary facades in Over-the-Rhine.  Such a program could be administered through 

city government, or through a nonprofit, such as the Over-the-Rhine Foundation.  While the proposed 

grant program for architects’ fees could cover design costs of such projects, the façade grant could help to 

defray the related capital improvements.  If structured as a matching grant, the program could help to 

leverage a significant amount of private investment in improving existing infill within Over-the-Rhine.   

Market study to measure relative impacts of contrasting and compatible infill on property values  

It has been well documented through studies by respected experts such as Donovan Rypkema that local 

legal protection of historic districts enhances property values in those locations.  Similar studies should be 

undertaken to document the respective impact on property values of compatible and incompatible infill in 

historic neighborhoods, including Over-the-Rhine.  While “compatibility” and “incompatibility” are often 

dismissed as subjective classifications, earlier chapters of this thesis have sought to clarify objective 

criteria for placing buildings in these categories.  Provided that such criteria were employed, the proposed 

study could test the hypothesis that traditional, compatible infill in historic neighborhoods has a greater 

positive effect on property values than incompatible infill, all other things being equal.  It would be 

necessary not only to test the hypothesis quantitatively (e.g., through analysis of real estate statistics), but 

also qualitatively, through surveys in which residents would report their reasons for choosing a particular 

home, block, etc.  It would also be important to ensure that the study would have a sufficient temporal 

scope, so that the results would not be skewed by ephemeral preferences for trendy, contrasting 

intervention, or for new construction at all costs. 

The hypothesis of the proposed study is not arbitrary or subjective.  The demonstrated economic 

benefits of locally protected historic neighborhoods are not just an endorsement of a prevailing preference 
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for old buildings and neighborhoods as such, but for traditional buildings and neighborhoods, period -- 

regardless of age.  While historic status can add a layer of quaintness to a building or district, it is rarely a 

necessary or sufficient condition to make a place attractive and worthy of investment.  Not all old 

neighborhoods are necessarily charming, and not all charming neighborhoods are necessarily old.  Most 

of the historic buildings and streets that exert major appeal have other qualities that make them desirable, 

such as consistent and pleasing proportions, durable materials, and human-scale detailing.  If a research 

study were to confirm a meaningful causal relationship between compatible new construction and higher 

property values in Over-the-Rhine, it would bolster the economic argument for holding infill to higher 

standards for compatibility in the district.   

Promotion of traditional craftsmanship in local construction 

One of the leading arguments against the viability of quality traditional infill in historic neighborhoods is 

the cost.  This is not only because of the perception that the associated design services and materials come 

at a premium, but also because the execution of traditional details is believed to be more expensive.  

According to this outlook, even if it is desirable to maintain or revive traditional building practices, it is 

simply cost-prohibitive to do so.  Such an assessment of the current state of affairs is well founded, but it 

need not be accepted as an inevitable or immutable condition.  During Over-the-Rhine’s original period of 

significance, Cincinnati was home to many brick masons, stone-carvers, fenstermakers, ironworkers, 

carpenters, and other craftspeople who were admirably skilled in traditional building arts, but whose 

talents were not so rare that they had become a luxury item.481  Thus, OTR’s humblest tenement had a 

higher degree of architectural refinement than most new middle-class tract houses have today.  If 

traditional craftsmanship were to become more widely available again, it would likely become more 

affordable. 

                                                           
481 Gardner and Mitchell, National Register of Historic Places, "Over-the-Rhine,” Section 8 (Statement of Significance), 5. 
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Already, there is a gradual movement in the United States toward a revival of traditional building 

craftsmanship.  Highly skilled artisans are now being trained in centuries-old trades at institutions such as 

the American College of the Building Arts in Charleston, South Carolina482 and Bryn Athyn College in 

Pennsylvania.483  Closer to Cincinnati, Ohio’s own Belmont Technical College prepares students for 

careers in plastering, stained-glass work, masonry, and other crafts within its Building 

Restoration/Preservation program.484  While such skills are most often associated with the repair of 

historic buildings, they are still applicable to new construction – especially in older neighborhoods where 

compatibility is essential to continuity of character.   

It is important to grasp the concept that building traditions themselves are worthy of preservation 

– not just the buildings that have resulted from those traditions.  This is what is meant by the recognition 

of “intangible heritage resources” by UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization).485  Some apprenticeship programs have also assumed the task of preserving traditions in 

architectural craftsmanship by ensuring that specialized skills continue to be transmitted from one 

generation to the next.  Perhaps most widely known and revered of these entities is Les Compagnons du 

Devoir – a French-based guild-style society that traces its roots to the twelfth century and continues to 

train new artisans in centuries-old building traditions, such as Gothic stereotomy.486 

If Cincinnati were to develop a larger, stronger, and more visible local pool of traditional building 

craftspeople, high quality infill could become more financially accessible.  With its relatively central 

location in the eastern half of the United States, Cincinnati is geographically poised to serve as a home 

base for journeymen in the traditional building arts.  Educational institutions could play a significant role 

in cultivating and retaining talent in this field for the city.  In the case of existing schools and programs, 

                                                           
482 Semes, 160. 
483 “Building Arts,” Bryn Athyn College, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://brynathyn.edu/department/building-arts.html.  
484 “Building Preservation/Restoration,” Belmont College, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, http://www.belmontcollege.edu/current-
students/programs-of-study/building-preservationrestoration/.  
485 “What is Intangible Cultural Heritage?” United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), accessed 
Oct. 19, 2021, https://ich.unesco.org/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003.    
486 “Our Trades,” Les Compagnons du Devoir, accessed Oct. 19, 2021, https://www.compagnons-du-devoir.com/our-trades.  
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the University of Cincinnati could work to develop a more robust hands-on preservation concentration 

within its certificate programs in Historic Preservation and its offerings in Construction Management.  

Student projects in neighborhoods such as Over-the-Rhine could include apprenticeships in executing 

high-quality details for context-sensitive infill, keeping the costs of such work affordable while offering 

educational benefit to students.  Similar offerings through the University of Kentucky (especially its 

historic preservation degree and certificate programs) would also serve the Cincinnati market.  Many 

students would be likely to remain in the area and continue to work in the city’s historic neighborhoods 

after completing their education.  A recruitment program could also be instituted to attract graduates and 

trainees of the programs outside of Cincinnati noted above.  Tax incentives or housing should be offered 

to skilled architectural artisans who agree to live and work in Cincinnati’s historic districts for a minimum 

period of time.                      

Education of Historic Conservation Board and Staff 

As demonstrated in Chapter 3, the mandate for new construction and additions that are clearly 

distinguishable from the old is too often taken for granted and left unexamined by those who are charged 

with enforcing it.  Historic preservation commissions and their staff should be fully informed of the 

origins and reasoning behind this prescription, and should also be aware of the arguments against it.  In 

Cincinnati, a presentation to the Historic Conservation Board and its staff could help to instill a richer and 

more balanced understanding of the issue.     

Training in compatible infill design for architects and students 

Cincinnati has a high retention rate of graduates from architecture schools located within the city and the 

region.  A large proportion of architects and architectural designers working in Cincinnati’s historic 

neighborhoods are alumni of the University of Cincinnati, Miami University, or the University of 

Kentucky.  This means that the architectural curricula at those three institutions have a profound influence 

on the practice of architecture in Cincinnati, including the design of infill in the city’s historic districts.  
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The University of Cincinnati also conducts student architecture projects in Over-the-Rhine (and other city 

neighborhoods) through its Niehoff Urban Studio, while Miami University sends architecture students to 

work on projects in Over-the-Rhine through a Design/Build Studio.  These programs have an even more 

direct impact on attitudes toward the nature of appropriate infill for OTR among architecture students 

who become local practitioners.  Recent products of the two noted urban studios suggest that the 

pedagogy emphasizes contrast over continuity in the design of infill for OTR. 

Architecture schools that prepare students to practice in the Cincinnati area must assume 

responsibility to teach that preserving the character of important historic neighborhoods depends in no 

small part on the compatibility of new construction with the existing fabric.  (Such lessons would also be 

valuable to the many other historic cities where graduates also work.)  While all three architecture schools 

have individual professors with an expressed commitment to the teaching of traditional design (and, thus, 

design that would be compatible with settings such as Over-the-Rhine), courses on this subject are not 

generally mandatory for all architecture students, and it is unclear whether these professors will be 

succeeded by likeminded educators when they retire or move to other institutions.   

While most architecture schools place an emphasis on unprecedented, groundbreaking modernist 

design, the revealed preference of most clients in the Cincinnati area is for traditional architecture.  Many 

alumni of architecture programs in the city and region are likely to be asked to design traditional 

buildings if they practice in Cincinnati after graduating, and architecture schools have an obligation to 

teach students how to do these projects well.  As discussed in the above item regarding the promotion of 

traditional craftsmanship, classical and traditional architecture is often thought to be outmoded (and, 

hence, not worth teaching) because of the presumed costs.  When proponents of teaching traditional 

design cite the work of practitioners such as Peter Pennoyer or Gil Schafer as evidence that there is still a 

willingness to pay any premiums associated with traditional architecture that is both well-designed and 

well-executed, opponents counter that those architects serve a small niche of wealthy clients.  However, 

many of the basic effects of traditional design are matters of proportion, massing, and scale that can be 
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achieved on almost any budget.  The architect Robert Adam (b. 1948) has written about and illustrated the 

principles of “reductive classicism,” showing how it is possible to start with a more elaborate classical 

design that could be expensive to execute, and progressively eliminate certain elements to simplify the 

design without spoiling its essential character.  (Steve Mouzon has pointed out the crucial distinction 

between reduction and abstraction that is inherent in Adam’s writing.) 

While it is not reasonable to expect that every architecture program institute a curriculum with a 

classical and traditional focus, it would be more feasible for each program in the Cincinnati area to 

include at least one required course in traditional architecture and context-sensitive design.  This 

requirement could be integrated into the existing studio sequence or incorporated into required theory or 

design classes.  Such a curricular amendment could also build upon existing offerings in each school.  For 

instance, Professor Jeffrey Tilman, PhD., at the University of Cincinnati already requires students to 

design a Doric gateway for the west entrance to campus, and Professor Sergio Sanabria, PhD., at Miami 

University has taught studios in Classical and Gothic design. Further courses could be offered as electives 

for students with stronger interests in the topic, but a single required course would ensure an adequate 

minimum study of traditional design principles by all students.  While the content could vary quite 

widely, several publications should be essential reading: The Theory of Moldings (Charles Howard 

Walker); Get Your House Right (Marianne Cusato, Léon Krier, and Richard Sammons); and The Future 

of the Past (Steven Semes). 

Proactive Counterproposal Design for Vacant Sites 

The City of Cincinnati maintains a list of endangered buildings in historic districts, but no one maintains 

an official list of sites that also pose a threat to those districts if they are redeveloped insensitively.  Often, 

inappropriate proposals for infill gain approval in part because there are no counterproposals to illustrate 

how a site could be developed in a manner more compatible with historic neighbors.  Too frequently, 

counterproposals are developed after the fate of a site has already been sealed.  If an entity were formed to 

develop context-sensitive façade designs for vulnerable vacant sites in Over-the-Rhine on a proactive 
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basis, such designs could be presented at meetings of the Historic Conservation Board where less 

appropriate proposals for the same sites are presented for approval.  The entity could be a branch of the 

Over-the-Rhine Foundation’s initiative on Infill Development, the Architectural Foundation of 

Cincinnati, or another local organization.  It could also be incorporated into the concept proposed above 

for a Design Committee and Architects Fee Fund for Exemplary Infill Design. 

National Historic Landmark District Designation 

Administered by the National Park Service (NPS), the National Historic Landmarks (NHL) Program is a 

form of elevated distinction for nationally significant historic places.487  Designation as a landmark under 

the NHL Program generally indicates a higher level of significance than is implied by listing within the 

National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).  While properties and districts listed in the NRHP may be 

locally or regionally significant, all resources that receive NHL designation must be deemed significant to 

national heritage.488  Although many National Historic Landmarks are individual sites or properties, there 

are also National Historic Landmark Districts, encompassing multiple properties, just as NRHP districts 

do.  As of this writing, the state of Ohio has 76 designated National Historic Landmarks,489 including a 

handful of NHL Districts, such as Greenhills, Ohio.490  Within Over-the-Rhine, Cincinnati Music Hall is 

individually designated as a National Historic Landmark.491  However, Over-the-Rhine as a whole is not 

designated as a National Historic Landmark District.492  With respect to its size, the character and 

integrity of its urban fabric, and its role in American history, Over-the-Rhine is arguably comparable to 

other places in the nation that have been designated as NHL Districts, such as Madison, Indiana (2006).493 

                                                           
487 “National Historic Landmarks Program,” National Park Service, accessed Oct. 20, 2021, 
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1582/index.htm.   
488 Ibid. 
489 “List of NHLs by State,” National Park Service, last updated Dec. 2016, accessed Oct. 20, 2021, 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/list-of-nhls-by-state.htm.   
490 Ibid. 
491 Ibid. 
492 Ibid. 
493 Ibid. 
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Over-the-Rhine could see numerous benefits as a result of National Historic Landmark District 

designation.  First, the designation could result in priority consideration for grants through the National 

Historic Preservation Fund,494 possibly opening a new source of money for restoration or rehabilitation 

projects in OTR.  Second, the designation would help to underscore the status of OTR as a nationally 

significant place that is important to all Americans.  Such a distinction might help to counteract the 

attitude that only OTR residents, local property owners, and Cincinnatians have a stake in the future of 

OTR.  By highlighting OTR’s national importance, NHL District designation would raise awareness 

regarding the magnitude of decisions that aid or hamper the preservation of OTR’s character.  Third, NHL 

District designation has potential to boost a location’s reputation as a national heritage tourism 

destination.  Fourth, the process of seeking NHL District designation would provide an opportunity for 

reflection on the quality of stewardship in OTR.  While the neighborhood does have much in common 

with locations such as Madison, Indiana, it has also lost a higher percentage of its contributing fabric, and 

includes a higher percentage of infill construction.  The pursuit of NHL District designation would 

involve evaluation by National Park Service officials regarding how these changes have impacted the 

integrity of OTR, and might even prevent the neighborhood from receiving NHL District designation.  

Such findings, while disappointing and disturbing, could help to catalyze a greater commitment to 

preserving the fabric that remains and ensuring that future infill development does not cause further 

erosion to the neighborhood’s character and integrity.     

Make Historic Conservation Board decisions binding rather than advisory 

As seen in previous chapters, some of the most decisive and precedent-setting infill projects in Over-the-

Rhine have taken place without the approval of the Historic Conservation Board in the form of a 

Certificate of Appropriateness.  That is because the decisions of the HCB are advisory rather than 

binding.  If there had not been an option to bypass the HCB approval process, projects such as Mercer 

                                                           
494 “Frequently Asked Questions: Benefits to National Historic Landmark Designation,” National Park Service, last updated Jul. 9, 
2021, accessed Oct. 20, 2021, https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/faqs.htm.  
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Commons would have been subject to further design revision before they were completed.  Most 

architects and developers working in OTR treat HCB judgment as if it had binding authority, but the 

exceptions prove the importance of making sure that HCB decisions carry adequate authority.  While it 

would be politically difficult to make such a reform to the HCB’s role in the approval of new construction 

proposals in historic districts, the results for the long-term preservation of character in neighborhoods 

such as OTR would repay the effort. 

Comprehensive measurement survey of historic buildings in OTR to provide a fully objective and 

indisputable foundation for assertions regarding typical sizes of character-defining elements.   

When asserting that a proposed new building will reinforce or detract from the character of a 

neighborhood such as Over-the-Rhine, quantitative data can provide objective backing that makes it more 

difficult for opponents to dismiss the assertion as a matter of subjective opinion or preference.  This thesis 

has largely been an attempt to establish a more objective foundation for judgments regarding the 

appropriateness of various infill proposals for Over-the-Rhine, and some of the criteria used in the case 

studies have included typical measurements or proportions of features of contributing buildings in OTR.  

Other documents mentioned in this thesis also include some quantitative criteria for appropriate infill, 

such as the 2003 Design Guidelines for OTR that are currently in effect, the proposed new design 

guidelines for OTR, and the 2018 Design Guidelines for the Sohn-Mohawk Historic District.  However it 

has been beyond the scope of this thesis to generate a comprehensive database of measurements and 

proportions that would provide definitive, objective backing for statements regarding the degree to which 

an infill proposal (or a particular feature thereof) is like or unlike the typical character-defining fabric of 

OTR.  Such comprehensive and incontrovertible data would be invaluable for reaching a consensus 

concerning the criteria for appropriate infill.  An individual, a firm, or another entity should survey the 

exteriors of OTR’s historic buildings in every aspect and record those measurements for practical use by 

architects and preservationists.  Such an effort would not need to be undertaken from scratch.  Many 

architecture firms have already completed field measure/as-built drawings of historic buildings in OTR 
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for rehabilitation projects or infill projects on neighboring sites, and most of those drawings completed 

since 1993 should be on file in the Office of the Urban Conservator.  Likewise, original architectural 

elevations for some of OTR’s most significant civic buildings are archived.  It would thus be advisable to 

start by aggregating all of the measured or dimensioned drawings of historic buildings in OTR that 

already exist, and then take measurements of the remaining buildings.  Particularly difficult but important 

would be to gather data regarding dimensions and proportions of entablatures and cornices at the hard-to-

reach tops of OTR’s contributing fabric buildings.       

Investment in higher quality materials on building exteriors and use of more modest interior 

finishes 

This recommendation would likely be fulfilled less through the reform of policy and more through the 

reform of attitudes on the part of developers, designers, and end-users of new construction – especially 

residential construction.  As is addressed under other recommendations within this chapter and other 

chapters within this thesis, one of the greatest deterrents to the building of infill that meets the criteria for 

appropriateness applied in the preceding case studies is the notion that it is too expensive to build new 

exteriors that meet such rigorous standards for compatibility.  According to this mindset, it would be 

unthinkable to outfit a new façade with a cast iron storefront, limestone lintels, or terra cotta accents.  

However, this outlook ignores the fact that expensive materials have become standard within the most 

private interior spaces of buildings.  For instance, while it has become common to finish the exteriors of 

new buildings in OTR with materials such as cement board, wire-cut brick, and cast stone, the same 

buildings often contain apartments with granite countertops in the kitchens and bathrooms, and other 

interior finishes that are of a much higher grade than the exterior materials.  If prospective renters and 

homeowners could overcome the appetite for such luxury finishes in the most utilitarian spaces of their 

own homes, perhaps the seemingly cost-prohibitive materials that help to define the character of OTR’s 

contributing buildings could also be used on the facades of its infill, without any significant change in 

project budgets.  Such a shift would require a renewed sense of obligation on the part of builders, 
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architects, and end-users to ensure that new buildings make a positive contribution to the enjoyment of 

the public outdoor spaces that they front, not just to the private enjoyment of the indoor spaces that they 

contain.  Designers could play a significant role in facilitating this shift by creating model interior spaces 

that promote the beauty and desirability of more affordable finishes.           

Adopting new design guidelines for the Over-the-Rhine Historic District  

The strategy recommended in this section is certainly not new.  As noted in Chapter 2, the original 1993 

guidelines for the local Over-the-Rhine Historic District were replaced with a new set in 2003.  And 

recognizing the 2003 guidelines to be inadequate to ensure appropriate and respectful infill, the Over-the-

Rhine Foundation has been engaging with other local entities to develop a proposed set of new guidelines 

since 2014.  Chapter 2 also addressed the infill-design competition administered by the Over-the-Rhine 

Foundation to test the proposed new guidelines in 2018, and the shortcomings of the document that were 

exposed as a result.  Accordingly, the final recommendation is to revise the draft of the new guidelines to 

promote more appropriate infill.  A list of suggested revisions to the proposed new guidelines is found in 

Appendix III.  The proposed new guidelines themselves are included in Appendix II, while the current 

(2003) design guidelines are located in Appendix I.  
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Exhibit A 

Oner-the-ltisine eletiorie Notelet 
Designation Report 

May 2003 

The intent of this designation is to combine the Over-the-Rhine (South) and Over-the-Rhine (North) 
Historic Districts in order to create one coordinated district, instead of two separate districts with 
differing guidelines. This report updates the two earlier designation reports for Over-the-Rhine (North) 
and Over-the-Rhine (South), which are incorporated into this report by reference. 

The result of this combination will be liberalized guidelines in the previous (South) district, as it will 
now be governed by the guidelines from the more recently designated (North) district. The guidelines 
in the (North) will not change. Additionally, a new list of non-contributing buildings for both the (North) 
and (South) are included in the revised guidelines. 

Since the designation of the Over-the-Rhine (South) district in 1993, a number of buildings in that 
district have been demolished due to issues of health and safety or as a result of redevelopment 
efforts. To a greater extent, a number of previously vacant or underutilized buildings have been 
renovated and returned to productive use. As a result, the overall character of the neighborhood has 
improved in the last 10 years. 

The combination of these two districts has no effect on the Mohawk Bellevue Historic District, also 
located within the Over-the-Rhine neighborhood. 

This report is a combination of previous designation reports for the Over-the-Rhine (South) and Over-
the-Rhine (North) Districts (copies of both on file with the Urban 'Conservator). The information 
presented in both reports is still valid, with the exception of the following additions or corrections: 

• The Over-the-Rhine (North) Historic District designation report made reference to the 
Neighborhood Housing Retention Ordinance (NHRO) and its scheduled expiration date of October 
1, 2001. The NHRO did officially expire, thus motivating the creation of the Over-the-Rhine 
(North) Historic District. 

• Both designation reports make reference to the Cincinnati Coordinated City Plan (1980), the Over-
the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (1985), the Over-the-Rhine Urban Renewal Plan (1985), and the 
Over-the-Rhine Chamber of Commerce's plan Surveying the Scene: A Focus Area in Cincinnati's 
Over-the-Rhine (1991). The Over-the-Rhine (North) designation report also makes reference to a 
planning process for an updated Over-the-Rhine plan that was underway at the time of 
designation. Since that time, the Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (2002) has been approved 
by both City Planning Commission and Cincinnati City Council. The 2002 Comprehensive Plan 
replaces the previous 1985 Comprehensive Plan. However, all other plans mentioned, including 
the Over-the-Rhine Urban Renewal Plan (1985) are still valid, recognized plans. 

• The Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan (2002) recommended the designation of the two newer 
historic districts — Over-the-Rhine (North) and Mohawk-Bellevue NBD — and future support of the 
previously existing Over-the-Rhine (South) district in order to "protect irreplaceable historic 
buildings and encourage their conservation, renovation and reuse." Throughout the document, 
the plan also made reference to the historic character of the neighborhood and its important role in 
future revitalization efforts. 
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EXHIBIT C 

REVISED OVER-THE-RHINE HISTORIC DISTRICT 
CONSERVATION GUIDELINES 

as revised May 5, 2003 

New Construction 

A. Intent and General Guidelines 

1. MO construction is allowed on vacant sites in Over-the-Rhine, because gaps due to 
demolition weaken the streetscape and the overall character of the district. New construction 
can improve both the physical quality and economic vitality of the neighborhood. 

2. New construction should be well-designed but should not replicate the existing buildings. The 
exceptional quality of the existing buildings in the district provides an outstanding framework 
for new construction. 

3. The Historic Conservation Board's review of new construction will focus on the design 
compatibility with the surrounding contributing structures. The appropriateness of design 
solutions will be based on balancing the programmatic needs of the applicant with how well 
the design relates to the neighboring buildings and to the intent of these guidelines. New 
design proposals should pay particular attention to composition, materials, openings, rhythm, 
scale, proportion and height. 

4. The new construction guidelines for this district will be used to judge the compatibility of 
new work. The specific site and programmatic needs of each project will be taken into 
consideration. 

B. Specific Guidelines 

1. Composition: New buildings should respond to the traditional subdivisions found on historic 
property: a base, a middle and a top. Most buildings in Over-the-Rhine are built of brick with 
the principal facade parallel to the street it faces. The most important features of buildings in 
Over-the-Rhine are the arrangement of openings on the principal facade and an overall 
vertical emphasis of the whole design. Each building provides its own variations, but 
collectively they share many basic features. 

Base: New buildings should have a well-defined base. Within the district most 
buildings have a base that is distinguishable from the rest of the building. This is 
accomplished through a change of materials, a change of scale, and/or a lintel or other 
type of horizontal banding. In larger buildings the original base may include more than 
the first floor. 

Middle: Details on new buildings should relate to the detailing of adjacent or nearby 
buildings. Buildings in the district often incorporate architectural details such as 
changes in plane or changes in materials on their upper floors. Decorative, horizontal 
bands indicating the floor lines, sill heights or lintel heights should not overpower the 
vertical emphasis of the design. 

Top: New construction must employ a strong element that terminates the uppermost 
part of the building. Distinctive elements in the architecture of Over-the-Rhine are 
elaborate projecting cornices, decorative parapets and the expressive use of materials. 



2. Roofs: Roofs for new construction should be similar to roofs of adjacent and nearby 
buildings of similar size and use. In the district, buildings of three or more stories generally 
have low-pitched shed roofs that are not visible above the principal facade. Smaller buildings 
in the district typically have simple gable roofs on which the gables are perpendicular to the 
principal facade. Institutional buildings in Over-the-Rhine have a variety of roof shapes, 
including dormers, multiple gables, hip roofs and towers. Roofs in this district have little or 
no overhang. 

3. Window Openings: Window openings are extremely important in this district. The openings 
of new buildings should be related to the size and placement of openings found on historic 
structures of similar use in the district. In residential buildings, window openings are typically 
found individually rather than in pairs or grouped. The openings are taller and wide (typically 
in a proportion of 2:1), window sash are set back from the wall surface, and openings have 
some form of definition, such as lintels, sills or decorative surrounds. Window openings, 
which are typically aligned vertically, usually occupy between 20% and 50% of the principal 
facade. 

In commercial, industrial and institutional buildings, windows are often grouped within a 
single opening. These building types may also use a combination of window sash, including 
double-hung, awning and hopper. 

If muntins are used in new window sash, they must provide true divided lights. Within the 
individual opening, window sash are usually divided into two or more lights. In all cases the 
glass must be clear; tinted or reflective glass is not acceptable. Also, roll down shutters and 
metal bar systems installed on the exterior of the building that cover door and window 
openings are not appropriate. 

4. Storefronts: New storefronts should relate to the characteristics of existing storefronts on 
historic buildings. Storefronts in the district are typically taller than individual upper floors; 
framed by piers and/or columns and have a lintel separating them from the upper floors; are 
divided into bays which increases their verticality and provides a pedestrian scale and 
proportion; and have large, fixed expanses of clear (not tinted or reflective) glass. As with 
rehabilitated original storefronts, roll down shutters and metal bar systems installed on the 
exterior of the building are not appropriate elements for new storefronts. 

The storefront lintels are 12 to 18 feet above grade; the window sill height is between 18 
inches and 3 feet above grade; and storefront windows are set back from the structural 
elements approximately 12 inches. 

5. Setback: Setback is an important issue in a dense urban area such as Over-the-Rhine. The 
setback for new construction should be consistent with the buildings of similar use on 
adjacent and nearby sites. In Over-the-Rhine, most commercial buildings are built up to the 
property line. Some residential property, especially detached buildings, have shallow setbacks 
but retain an "edge" at the property line with a fence. Some larger institutional buildings such 
as schools, churches and public buildings are setback from the street to provide public space 
and to add to their monumentality. In most cases new construction on corner sites should be 
built up to the edge of both outside property lines. 

6. Rhythm: New buildings should incorporate design features, such as window groupings, 
articulation of wall surfaces, and decorative elements such as columns or piers in an effort to 
maintain the rhythm that already exists in the district. New construction should avoid creating 
long unrelieved expanses of wall along the street by maintaining the rhythm of bays found on 



the district. Most buildings in Over-the-Rhine are relatively narrow, 25 to 50 feet in width. A 
building facade typically displays vertical subdivisions that establish a visual rhythm. In 
dense commercial areas such as Vine Street, there are no setbacks, creating a solid wall along 
the street. This wall is articulated by the individual buildings, which in turn are divided by 
window groupings, changes in wall planes and decorative elements such as pilasters, columns 
or piers. 

7. Emphasis: New residential and mixed-use construction should have a vertical emphasis, 
because in Over-the-Rhine buildings are taller than they are wide, window openings are tall 
and narrow, and storefronts have slender columns, which emphasize verticality. Commercial 
and industrial buildings, which may have an overall horizontal emphasis, often incorporate 
vertical elements, such as pilasters or vertically oriented openings. 

8. Height: The height of new construction should not vary more than one story from adjacent 
contributing buildings. Most buildings in Over-the-Rhine are between two- and five-stories. 

9. Materials: New construction should use materials that are found on the historic buildings in 
Over-the-Rhine. Clearly the dominant material in Over-the-Rhine is brick, but other materials 
such as limestone, sandstone, cast-iron, slate, wood and sheet metal are important as well. 
Materials such as stucco, synthetic stucco and plastic are not appropriate and should not be 
considered as exposed finish materials for new construction in this district. 

Additions 

Intent and General Guidelines 

1. Additions are allowed and should follow new construction guidelines. They should be 
compatible in character with the original. They should be sympathetic but not imitative in 
design. 

2. Additions should be designed to relate architecturally to adjacent buildings in general and to 
the building they are a part of in particular. 

3. Additions should not overpower the original building. 

4. The appropriateness of design solutions will be based on balancing the program needs of the 
applicant with 1) how well the proposed design relates to the original building and 
neighboring buildings and 2) how closely the proposal meets the intent of these general 
guidelines and the specific guidelines for new construction. 

Rehabilitation 

A. Intent and General Guidelines 

These guidelines are intended to assure that rehabilitation will maintain significant features of buildings. 
The guidelines are not hard-and-fast rules, but are used by the Historic Conservation Board as a guide to 
assess the compatibility and the appropriateness of proposed changes. Reviews are limited to the exterior 
changes proposed for buildings; alterations made to the interior of buildings are not reviewed by the 
Historic Conservation Office. 

1. Ordinary repair and maintenance which does not change the appearance of the building shall 
not be reviewed. 



2. Existing features in good condition should be conserved, and damaged features should be 
repaired wherever possible. 

3. Replace badly damaged or missing features sensitively to harmonize with the character of 
the original feature. Replication is appropriate, but it is not essential. 

4. Completely new features and materials should be compatible with the building in design, 
color, detailing, texture, size and shape. By their nature adaptively reused buildings may 
require more flexible and creative design approaches. 

B. Specific Guidelines 

1. Materials: Missing or deteriorated materials should be replaced with recycled or new 
materials that match the original as closely as possible with regard to the following: type, 
color, style, shape, and texture of material. The composition, type of joint, size of units, 
placement and detailing should be appropriate for the building. Synthetic materials such as 
aluminum or vinyl siding, imitation brick or plastic are inappropriate. Other types of synthetic 
materials such as split-face concrete block may be approved on a case-by-case basis. 

2. Door and Window Openings: Among the most important features of any building are its 
openings — its windows and doors. The size and location of openings are an essential part of 
the overall design and an important element in the building's architecture. Don't alter or fill-in 
original openings. Roll down shutters and metal bar systems installed on the exterior of the 
building that cover door and window openings are not appropriate. 

3. Door and Window Sash: Repair original doors and window sashes rather than replace 
whenever possible. If replacement is necessary, the new door or window sash should match 
the original in material, size and style as closely as possible. Synthetic replacement windows 
are generally discouraged. Consult with the Historic Conservation Office about acceptable 
replacement windows. 

4. Ornamentation: Significant architectural features such as window hoods, decorative piers, 
quoins, bay windows, door and window surrounds, porches, cast-iron storefronts and other 
ornamental elements should be preserved. These distinctive features help identify and 
distinguish the buildings in Over-the-Rhine. Don't remove or replace ornamentation with 
substitutes that are of a different scale or design or an incompatible material. Make 
replacement ornamentation match the character of the existing feature closely as possible 
with respect to type, color, style, shape and texture of material. Some synthetic materials 
including fiberglass castings may be approved on a case-by-case basis. 

5. Roofs: Chimneys, dormers or towers and other architectural features that give the roofline of 
an existing building its identifying character should be preserved. Most of the buildings in 
Over-the-Rhine have flat or single-pitch roofs. The addition of vents, skylights, and roof top 
utilities should be inconspicuously placed or screened where necessary. Retain and repair the 
original roof materials such as slate, which is common on churches, institutional buildings 
and buildings with mansard roofs, and standing seam metal roofs, which are common on 
smaller buildings with gable roofs. Do not use wood shakes and plastic roofing products, 
which are inappropriate materials in Over-the-Rhine. Simulated slate may be approved on a 
case-by-case basis. 

6. Cleaning: Clean exterior surfaces with the gentlest method possible. For masonry structures, 
begin with scraping by hand or scrubbing with a bristle brush and mild detergent. Some types 
of chemical cleaning can be used, but test patches should be carried out in inconspicuous 



areas first. Don't sandblast or use other abrasive cleaning methods that destroy the surface of 
brick and stone and shorten the life of the building. Don't use wire brushes, because they can 
also damage masonry surfaces. 

7. Repointing Masonry: Repoint historic masonry with mortar that matches the existing in 
color, content and texture and with joints that match in type and thickness. The mortar joints 
in masonry construction deteriorate for a variety of reasons. Repointing these joints can 
significantly aid the rehabilitation of a structure. Generally, buildings built prior to 1900 used 
a lime-based mortar. A typical lime-based mortar has the following formula: 8 parts sand, 2 
parts lime, and 1 part portland cement. This mortar is softer than the portland cement-based 
mortar of today. Hard modern mortar used on historic masonry causes bricks to crack or spall 
during the freeze-thaw cycle. 

8. Water-Repellent Coatings: Don't use water-repellent coatings on historic masonry. Most 
historic structures have survived without the need of water-repellent coatings. Water-related 
damage on the interior of buildings is usually the result of a failing roof, deteriorated or faulty 
gutters and downspouts, deteriorated mortar, rising damp or condensation. Water-repellent 
coatings will not solve these problems and may make them worse. 

9. Painting: Repaint buildings that were historically painted. Most buildings built before 1890 
in Over-the-Rhine were originally painted. Paint is part of the aesthetic design of these 
buildings and should be maintained. Paint also protects porous nineteenth century masonry 
and masks alterations and inappropriate repairs. Masonry that has not been painted in the past 
should not be painted. Because color can have a significant impact on the neighborhood, use 
paint colors that are appropriate to your building's age and style. Historically, most paint 
schemes were relatively simple. The Historic Conservation Office can provide owners with 
color combinations that are appropriate for a building's age and style. Varying the choice of 
color between neighboring buildings is preferred. 

10. Wood Siding: Retain and repair original wood siding. When replacement is necessary, the 
new wood should match the original in size, shape, profile and detail. All wood siding should 
be painted. Aluminum or vinyl siding is not appropriate for replacing or covering original 
wood siding. Artificial stone, asbestos, asphalt siding and other similar resurfacing materials 
are not acceptable. The use of composite cement siding may be approved on a case-by-case 
basis. 

11. Shutters and other outside attachments: Original shutters should be repaired and retained. 
Many buildings in Over-the-Rhine have or had wood shutters for the windows. Reintroducing 
missing shutters must be based on physical evidence and the shutters must fit the opening and 
be operable. 

Exterior light fixtures should be appropriate to the style of the building. Colonial "coach" 
lights are not appropriate. Mercury vapor and other streetlights are not appropriate for 
attachment to the façade. Exterior light fixtures should be mounted in a way that does not cast 
undue glare onto neighboring properties. 

12. Storefronts: Retain and repair the design and materials of storefronts in historic buildings. 
First-floor storefronts are common in Over-the-Rhine and are found in all types of 
architectural styles. Detailing and materials vary considerably. Each design should be 
considered individually and original materials should be retained. If the storefront has been 
altered or if none of the original materials remain, old photographs may indicate the original 
design. Original masonry storefront materials should be cleaned with the gentlest method 



possible (see section on cleaning). Cast-iron storefronts may be cleaned by abrasive methods 
including sandblasting. Adjacent materials must be protected and the pressure should be less 
than 100 p.s.i. 

Don't reduce the size of storefront openings. Transparency and scale are very important to 
storefronts and their relationship to the remainder of the building as well as to the streetscape. 
Don't cover or remove significant elements such as piers, lintels, transoms, original doors or 
other similar details. Roll down shutters and metal bar systems installed on the exterior of the 
building are not appropriate. 

13. Signs: Signs should be designed for clarity, legibility and compatibility with the building or 
property on which they are located. Signs should be located above the storefront, on the 
storefront windows or on awnings and should not cover any architectural features. Signs 
should capitalize on the special character of the building and reflect the nature of the 
business. 

Wall and projecting signs should be located above the storefront or first story and below the 
second story sills. The size of wall signs shall be limited to one square foot per lineal foot of 
building frontage. Projecting signs should be no larger than 3 feet, 6 inches in width or 
height. Small projecting signs such as symbol signs are appropriate. Billboards and internally 
illuminated signs are not permitted. Neon signs may be approved on a case-by-case basis. 

14. Awnings: The installation of fabric awnings on storefronts is encouraged. Awnings add color 
and variety to commercial buildings and highlight the businesses. Awnings should be 
installed so they do not cover or require the removal of any original architectural feature. 
Awnings of metal, plastic, vinyl (not vinyl coated fabric) or wood will be reviewed on a case-
by-case basis. Internally illuminated awnings are not acceptable. 

Site Improvements 

A. Intent and General Guidelines 

1. Site improvements, such as parking lots, parking pads, paving, fences, decks and trees should 
be in character with the contributing buildings in the district and should respond to the colors, 
textures, materials and scale found in the area of the improvement. 

2. The design of any site improvement should be compatible with district buildings and not 
detract from the character of the district. 

3. The design of site improvements should capitalize on the unique character of the area and 
could incorporate elements from the district. Site improvements should enhance the 
experience of pedestrians in the district. 

B. Specific Guidelines 

1. Parking Lots: Cars in parking lots should be screened from public view. Appropriate 
screening includes low masonry walls in conjunction with planting areas and landscaping, 
low masonry walls with wrought iron fencing and planting areas with landscaping and 
wrought iron fencing. Chain link fence along sidewalks is inappropriate. 

Parking lots with a capacity of 10 or more cars should contain trees within the lot as well as 
around the perimeter of the lot. Concrete curbs, not rolled asphalt bumpers, are appropriate 
edges for parking lots. 



A lot used for surface parking of motor vehicles should be for the exclusive use of owners, 
occupants and customers of a building located within 300 feet of the lot, and shall be subject 
to a restrictive covenant to implement this provision. 

2. Parking Pads: Parking pads (parking for one or two cars) are permitted at the rear of the 
property, with access at alleys or existing curb cuts whenever possible. Parking pads in areas 
other than the rear yard shall be judged on a case-by-case basis and judged by their impact on 
the property and on the district. 

3. Fences and Walls: Wrought-iron or cast-iron fences are encouraged along the sidewalks of 
vacant lots or where buildings are setback from the sidewalk. Fencing may be set between 
wrought iron and cast-iron posts, natural stone posts or pre-cast concrete posts. Fencing may 
also be set on a concrete curb or on top of a retaining wall. Landscaping in front of a fence is 
encouraged. Plain board fences (vertical boards nailed side-by-side on horizontal stringers) or 
wire fences are appropriate at the rear of the property or along the side of the property. Wood 
fences should be painted or stained but not left to weather naturally. Chain link, stockade, 
shadow board, basket weave and lattice designs are not appropriate. Masonry privacy walls 
are not encouraged. 

Retaining walls built along the front property line or along street frontage should be built of 
or faced with fieldstone or limestone. Retaining walls at other locations should be built of 
fieldstone, limestone, brick or specialized masonry block such as split-face concrete block. 
Concrete products including cinder block, stucco and unfinished concrete masonry units 
should not be used as the finish material for any retaining wall. 

4. Decks: Wood decks should be stained or painted. Rooftop decks should not be highly visible 
from the principal façade. Metal balconies should not be discouraged. 

5. Paving for sidewalks, patios and other similar areas: Materials used for paving should 
have the appearance of individual units to give the surface scale. Appropriate materials 
include brick, stone, scored concrete and unit pavers. Concrete should be limited to sidewalks 
and should not be used in large slabs over big areas, such as driveways and parking lots. 

6. Street Furniture and Amenities: Existing historic elements in the right-of-way such as 
steps, mounting blocks, fences, paving, natural stone curbs and splash blocks should be 
retained. Historic materials such as pavers, curbs or steps shall be returned to their same 
location, even if they are to be paved over, when they are removed to install or repair utilities 
such as water, sewer, electric, gas, cable, security or for any other purpose. Flower boxes, 
planters, urns and similar elements are encouraged but should be appropriate to the property 
where they are placed and with the district as a whole. The installation of these elements 
should not cover or require the alteration of any architectural details. 

7. Trees: Street trees and trees on private property are encouraged. Don't cut down mature, 
healthy trees. 

Demolition 

Demolition regulations for designated property in Cincinnati set forth in Chapter, Historic Conservation, 
of the Cincinnati Municipal Code. See particularly Section 741-13, Regulation of Alterations, 
Demolitions and Environmental Changes, and Section 741-15, Demolition. Generally, demolition of 
existing buildings is permitted if one of the following conditions exist: 



1. Demolition has been ordered by the Director of Buildings and Inspections for public safety 
because of an unsafe or dangerous condition which constitutes an emergency. See Section 
741-21(c). 

2. The owner can demonstrate to the satisfaction of the Historic Conservation Board that the 
structure cannot be reused for any use or a reasonable economic return from the use of all or 
part of the building or from the sale of the property proposed for demolition cannot be 
realized. See Section 741-13(h)(2). 

3. The owner is a non-profit corporation or organization and can demonstrate to the satisfaction 
of the Historic Conservation Board that the denial of the application to demolish would also 
deny the owner the use of the property in a manner compatible with its organizational 
purposes and would amount to a taking of the owner's property without just compensation. 
See Section 741-13(h)(3). 

4. The demolition request is for an inappropriate addition or a non-significant portion of a 
building and the demolition will not adversely affect those parts of the building which are 
significant as determined by the Historic Conservation Board. 

Supplemental Demolition Guidelines for the Over-the-Rhine Historic District: 

1. The Historic Conservation Board, when acting on any application for a Certificate of 
Appropriateness seeking approval of demolition, may: 

2. Approve the demolition of a non-contributing building or a building of a later period and the 
demolition will not adversely affect the character of the streetscape or the district as 
determined by the Historic Conservation Board. A list of the non-contributing buildings is 
provided below. 

3. Approve the demolition if it is necessary to carry out an Urban Design Plan or an Urban 
Renewal Plan, approved by Council or a Planned Unit Development (PUD). 

4. Delay or deny the application if it finds that the reason that the structure cannot be reused for 
any use or the owner cannot realize a reasonable economic return from the use of all or part 
of the building or from the sale of the property proposed for demolition is that the owner has 
failed to provide the minimum maintenance required by Section 741-19(a) through willful 
action or neglect. 

5. New construction on the cleared site will be subject to the guidelines for new construction 
and site improvements for the Over-the-Rhine Historic District. 

Non-Contributing Buildings 

A. Intent and General Guidelines 

1. A number of buildings in the district do not contribute to the historic character of the district. 
The Historic Conservation Board will review the proposed alteration or demolition of these 
buildings based on the guidelines in this section. These guidelines encourage changes in the 
district that will reinforce its historic and architectural character, but acknowledge that some 
buildings are of a different age or architectural period. 

2. Buildings that do no contribute to the historic character of the district fall into two general 
categories: 



3. Newer buildings: Most buildings that were built within the past fifty years do not fit the 
historic or architectural context of the neighborhood. Due to their more recent date of 
construction, these buildings did not contribute to the development of Over-the-Rhine as an 
urban, nineteenth-century neighborhood. The majority of these newer buildings differ 
architecturally from the district's historic buildings, especially in scale, building materials, 
and detailing. 

4. Significantly altered buildings: Some older buildings have lost the integrity of their original 
design due to substantial, incompatible exterior alterations. Buildings in this category not 
only have been stripped of architectural details, but have been altered completely in their 
appearance. The basic design, scale and rhythm of these buildings no longer relate to the 
historic buildings of the district. 

B. Specific Guidelines 

1. Rehabilitation: The rehabilitation of non-contributing buildings should comply with the 
guidelines for rehabilitation, as outlined in the "Rehabilitation" section of this document. 
These rehabilitation guidelines provide a framework for maintaining a building's basic 
architectural character; they do not suggest that a building be redesigned or altered to appear 
older than it is. Alterations to a newer building should be compatible with the original 
architectural character of that structure or should help the building to relate better 
architecturally to the surrounding historic district. The rehabilitation of an older, altered 
structure should restore elements of the building's historic character, whenever possible, 
based on remaining physical evidence, historic documentation, or similar buildings nearby. 
Alterations to non-contributing buildings should not create a false sense of history. In many 
cases it is preferable to rehabilitate and reuse a non-contributing building than to have a 
vacant parcel or parking lot. 

2. Additions: Additions to non-contributing buildings should comply with the guidelines 
outlined in the "Additions" section of this document. Additions should be designed to relate 
architecturally to adjacent buildings and to the building of which they are a part. Additions 
should not overpower the original building. 

3. Demolition: Non-contributing buildings may be demolished if the demolition will not 
adversely affect the character of the district. The Historic Conservation Board's review of an 
application to demolish a non-contributing building will include an evaluation of plans for the 
redevelopment of the cleared site, based on the "New Construction" and "Site Improvements" 
sections of this document. 

List of Non-Contributing Buildings: The following buildings do not contribute to the historic or 
architectural character of the Over-the-Rhine Historic District. 

(See Attached List) 



Over-The-Rhine Local Historic District 
Non-Contributing Resource List 

Compiled in April 2003 

No. 

1 

Address 

'100'E 12th St 
(1200-1206 Walnut St) 

Resource Name(s) 

hardware store 

2 544E 12th St 
3 211-225 W 12th St 

(1121-1129 Elm St) 
Drop Inn Center Shelter House 

4 12 E 13th St 
5 28 E 13th St (rear) 
6 101 E 13th St 
7 106 E 13th St 
8 331 E 13th St 

(1213 Broadway) 
Cinti Plating & Repair 

9 400E 13th St 
10 510-512 E 13th St Mr. Bubbles Detailing only 
11 545E 13th St 
12 227 E 14th St Peaslee Center 
13 115 W 14th St Washington Park School 
14 124 W 15th St 
15 218-220 W 15th St Firehouse Annex 
16 27-37 Back St (rear) 

(1636 Hamer St) 
17 2020-2024 Branch St 
18 1117-1119 Broadway (rear) 
19 1131 Broadway 
20 1211 Broadway 
21 1712 Campbell St 
22 114-116 E Central Pkwy 

(1110-1116 Clay St; 116-118 Wilkymacky) 
Salvation Army Offices and Chapel 

23 16 W Central Pkwy Cincinnati Metropolitan Housing Authority 
24 1317 Clay St 
25 1327-1331 Clay St 
26 1335 Clay St 
27 1343 Clay St 
28 1412 Clay St 
29 1413-1415 Clay St 
30 104-112 E Clifton Ave 
31 131 E Clifton Ave 
32 134-136 E Clifton Ave 
33 135 E Clifton Ave Sharp Village Annex 
34 139-143 E Clifton Ave (rear) 
35 145E Clifton Ave 
36 200 E Clifton Ave bar 
37 201 E Clifton Ave 
38 207 E Clifton Ave (rear) 
39 211 E Clifton Ave (rear) 
40 N of 213E Clifton Ave 
41 222-224 E Clifton Ave 

(221 Peete St) 
42 103 W Clifton Ave (rear) 
43 112 Corwine St 
44 1918 Dunlap St Patton Awning Garage 

45 2008 Dunlap St garage 

46 6 W Elder Note: Includes only the rear portion of the building. 

47 115-117 W Elder St 



48 1411-1417 Elm St addition to City Gospel Mission 
49 1428 Elm St 
50 1429 Elm St 
51 1437 Elm St 
52 1501-1511 Elm St Samuel W. Bell Home for Sightless 
53 1604 Elm St Midtown Tire 
54 1624 Elm St 
55 1715 Elm St 
56 1719-1721 Elm St 
57 1727-1729 Elm St 
58 1829-1831 Elm St & 209-211 Findlay St New Prospect Baptist Church 
59 1905 Elm St 
60 2001-2003 Elm St 
61 2010-2020 Elm St Ziegler-Shafrey Storage; Walton Distributing 
62 2017 Elm St (rear) 
63 132 Findlay St 

(1900 Elm St) 
64 220 Findlay St 
65 230 Findlay St 
66 1710 Frintz St 
67 S of 1710 Frintz St 
68 219-221 Grant St 
69 1120 Jackson St former Karma Club 
70 30 E Liberty St Shell Gas Station 
71 116 E Liberty St Free Store 
72 128 E Liberty St garage 
73 228 E Liberty St 
74 12-14 W Liberty St 

(1615 Republic St) 
St. Anthony Messenger Press 

75 26-32 W Liberty St St. Anthony Messenger Press Addition 
76 208 W Liberty St Labor Solutions 
77 1612 Logan St Note: Property includes 2 non-contributing buildings. 
78 NE corner of Dunlap St & W Elder St 

(1808-1812 Logan St & 214-218 W Elder St) 
Globe Furniture 

79 1822 Logan St 
80 1215 Main St 
81 1434 Main St The J.B. Schmidt Co. 
82 1440 Main St 
83 1604 Main St 
84 - 1622 Main St 
85 1630 Main St cell tower 
86 1701 Main St 

(240 E Clifton Ave) 
87 1722 Main St 
88 6-8 E McMicken Ave Fire House 
89 18-20 E McMicken Ave 
90 48 E McMicken Ave (rear) 
91 50-52 E McMicken Ave (rear) 
92 54 E McMicken Ave (rear) 
93 66 E McMicken Ave 
94 68 E McMicken Ave (rear) 
95 70 E McMicken Ave (rear) 
96 80-82 E McMicken Ave 

(1705 Lang) 
Wesley Chapel United Methodist Church 

97 111-113 E McMicken Ave 
98 38 W McMicken Ave 
99 48-54 W McMicken Ave John E. Carrigan Plumbing Garage 

Note: Property includes 2 non-contributing buildings. 



100 115-129 W McMicken Ave 
(116-122 Henry St) 

101 112-138 W McMicken Ave Oral T. Carter & Assoc. 
102 203 W McMicken Ave 
103 1608 Moore St 
104 1621 Moore St Husman's Potato Chips 
105 31-33 Mulberry St 
106 S of 73 Mulberry St 
107 127 Mulberry St Church in the City 
108 138 Mulberry St 
109 322 Mulberry St 
110 19 Peete St 
111 75 Peete St (rear) garage 

Note: Building fronts on E Clifton Avenue and may have an address of 68 
and/or 70 E Clifton Avenue. 

112 106 Peete St 
113 107 Peete St 
114 114 Peete St 
115 119-121 Peete St 
116 124 Peete St church 
117 127-129 Peete St 
118 1301 Pendleton St 
119 1413 Pleasant St 
120 1440 Pleasant St 

(113-115 W 15th St) 
shelter 

121 1511-1519 Pleasant St 
122 1553-1561 Pleasant St Kentucky Fried Chicken 
123 1615-1617 Pleasant St 
124 1618 Pleasant St 
125 1914 Pleasant St 
126 1216 Race St 
127 1218-1220 Race St 
128 Bounded by Race St, Elm St, & E 12th St Washington Park Comfort Station 
129 1530 Race St addition only 
130 1538 Race St laundry 
131 1702 Race St 

(26-34 Green St) 
132 1715 Race St Hub Center 
133 1722-1724 Race St Over-the-Rhine Senior Center 
134 1723 Race St 
135 1725 Race St 

(13-19 W Elder; 13-17 Republic St) 
136 1730-1738 Race St former IGA grocery store 
137 1812 Race St (rear) garage 
138 1814 Race St (rear) garage 
139 1826-1828 Race St 
140 1910-1916 Race St Catanzaro Produce 
141 315-319 Reading Rd addition to Sun Furniture Building 
142 SW corner of Reading Rd & Liberty St Over-the-Rhine Carillon 
143 1332 Republic St 
144 1413 Republic St 
145 1308 Spring St 
146 1322-1326 Spring St 
147 NW corner Sycamore St & E 13th St 

(1301 Sycamore; 218-230 E 13th St) 
Sycamore Park (pool, comfort station, picnic table and playground) 

148 1123 Sycamore St 
(208-224 Reading Rd) 

Alms & Doepke Park Haus 

149 1203 Sycamore St 
(226 E 12th St) 

The Diner on Sycamore 



150 1408 Sycamore St 
151 1425-1427 Sycamore St Gabriel's Corner 
152 1113 Vine St 
153 1314 Vine St Venus Club 
154 1324 Vine St laundromat 
155 1331-1333 Vine St 
156 1335 Vine St 
157 1406-1408 Vine St (rear) 
158 1412 Vine St (rear) 
159 1414-1416 Vine St Kroger Grocery Store 
160 1518 Vine St 

(5 E Liberty St) 
Crossroads Health Center 

161 1521-1525 Vine St former Empire Theatre 
162 1630 Vine St trailer 
163 1800 Vine St former Provident Bank 
164 1801-1805 Vine St 
165 1929 Vine St (rear) 
166 1920 Vine St 
167 2026-2028 Vine St 
168 208-210 Wade St 
169 212 Wade St (rear) garage 
170 214 Wade St (rear) garage 
171 1209 Walnut St 
172 1212-1224 Walnut St 
173 1228-1232 Walnut St 
174 1302 Walnut St 
175 1306-1316 Walnut St 
176 1328 Walnut St 
177 1334-1340 Walnut St 
178 1350 Walnut St 
179 1422-1424 Walnut St (rear) 
180 1428-1432 Walnut St Jack's Glass 
181 1429 Walnut St Urban Sites Properties, Inc. 
182 1627 Walnut St (rear) 
183 1630 Walnut St 
184 215 Woodward St 

Notes: 
1. All addresses based on CAGIS. Addresses in parenthesis are secondary addresses for the same property. 
2. Addresses may be subject to change after field verification. 
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Over-the-Rhine is Cincinnati’s historic 
heart, and a national treasure. Few 
neighborhoods in America inspire like 
Over-the-Rhine, with its expansive 
collection of Italianate churches, 
breweries, and tenements providing 
one of the best surviving examples in 
the country of a 19th century urban 
neighborhood. The district serves not 
only as the showpiece of Cincinnati’s 
cultural heritage, but also as an economic 
engine and driver of the local economy. 
The famed travel historian Arthur Frommer 
said of the neighborhood, “When I look 
at [Over-the-Rhine], I see in my mind the 
possibility of a revived district that literally 
could rival similar prosperous and heavily 
visited areas.” Indeed it is precisely the 
unique historic character of Over-the-
Rhine that has fueled the renewal of the 
neighborhood and helped to facilitate 
a resurgence in the city as a whole. 

As a national exemplar for what historic 
preservation can do, it is essential that 
the Over-the-Rhine Historic District 
continue to be preserved and protected 
so that its status as both a cultural and an 
economic asset for the city of Cincinnati 
is maintained. This includes protection 
not only from demolition of the historic 
structures that comprise the district, but 
also from insensitive new construction 
built on vacant sites in the neighborhood. 

New construction has powerful impacts 
on the fabric and sense of place of 
Over-the-Rhine, and can either enhance 
the historic character of the district, 
or damage it in harmful and irreparable 
ways. Moreover, due to demolition 
that occurred in the 20th century, new 
construction will ultimately comprise 
a very significant portion of Over-the-
Rhine, and will thus play a substantial 
role in defining the district.        

These guidelines provide a regulatory 
framework for ensuring that new 
construction occurs in a manner that 
preserves and protects Over-the-Rhine 
for current and future generations  
of Cincinnatians and visitors alike.  

Over-the-Rhine 
is Cincinnati’s 
historic heart, 
and a national 
treasure.

1   Arthur Frommer, Visit to Cincinnati, 1993



2   Excerpted   from:   Over-the-Rhine:   A   Description   and   History:   Historic   District   
Conservation   Guidelines   (Cincinnati,   OH:   Historic   Conservation   Office,   Cincinnati   
City Planning   Department)   1995. 

Image: Provided by Cincinnati Museum 
Center History Library and Archives
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Over-the-Rhine is significant in the 
continuing history of Cincinnati and 
the United States. In 1983 the district 
was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places, in recognition of both 
its exceptional nineteenth-century 
architecture and its association with the 
successive waves of German immigration 
to America in the nineteenth century.  

Over-the-Rhine’s collection of 
commercial, residential, religious and civic 
architecture is one of America’s largest 
and most cohesive surviving examples of 
an urban, nineteenth century community. 
Similar neighborhoods in other cities 
have been decimated or lost entirely.  
Over-the-Rhine, however, continues 
to display its original dense, urban 
development patterns and buildings of 
excellent architectural quality, imbuing the 
neighborhood with a “sense of time and 
place.” Rows of three- to five-story brick 
buildings constructed along the sidewalk 
characterize the streetscape. Many 
buildings have storefronts on the first floor 
with residential space on the upper floors. 
The Italianate style is the predominant 
architectural style in the district. Other 
nineteenth-century styles, including 
Federal, Greek Revival, Second Empire, 
Queen Anne, and Renaissance Revival, add 
to the flavor of the district. Over-the-Rhine 

also has many simply designed, working-
class buildings that display modest 
elements of the high architectural styles.

The Over-the-Rhine Historic District 
encompasses a dense, urban area that 
displays a visual continuity conveying a 
sense of time and place. The physical 
relationship of adjacent buildings in a 
dense environment is accentuated by 
the uniform faced lines imposed on the 
streets. The buildings’ consistent scale and 
height, similar materials, and architectural 
detailing blend to create distinctive 
streetscapes reflecting the historic 
development of Over-the-Rhine. 

In the nineteenth century Over-the-Rhine 
was home to businessmen of means and 
their families, shop owners, working-class 
families, and the poorest of immigrants. 
Like other urban centers of the period, 
Over-the-Rhine was part of the ‘walking 
city,’ in which most people could easily 
walk from their homes to places of 
employment, entertainment, and worship. 
Building exteriors were designed to 
be experienced and appreciated by 
pedestrians along the sidewalks, and 
buildings were placed at the front of  
their lots for easy pedestrian access.  

HISTORY2



3    See, for example, Robert Wimberg, Cincinnati: Over-the-Rhine (Cincinnati: Ohio Bookstore, 
1988); Don Heinrich Tolzmann, Over-the-Rhine Tour Guide: Cincinnati’s Historic German District, 
Over-the-Rhine, and Environs (Milford: Little Miami Publishing Company, 2010)

PROCESS OF DEVELOPING  
NEW CONSTRUCTION

Understand the site and surrounding context
Each vacant site in Over-the-Rhine is contextually related 

to both the previously existing (historic) structure on the 

site, and the historic buildings on the blocks surrounding 

the site. Successful new construction will relate to both 

of these facets of the context. Developers and their 

designers should review Sanborn Fire Insurance maps to 

gain an understanding of what previously existed on-site, 

including the height, material construction, setback, 

shape of the building, and potential archeological 

resources still on the site. Developers and their designers 

should also tour the area surrounding the site extensively, 

studying the surrounding historic buildings and their 

attributes, including height, massing, rhythm of openings, 

detailing and ornamentation, proportion, shape, 

composition, and roofscapes. This study should focus 

on broad patterns that bring cohesiveness to the fabric, 

rather than isolated anomalies on individual buildings. 

Developers should never limit their study to contiguous 

buildings, but should include historic buildings and 

streetscapes on both opposing block faces.

HISTORIC CONSERVATION  
GUIDELINES FOR NEW CONSTRUCTION
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Understand the historic neighborhood
All successful new construction will emerge from 
an understanding and respect for the significance 
of Over-the-Rhine as a historical place; it is 
therefore essential that this understanding be in 
place before any design efforts have begun. It is 
recommended that developers and their designers 
tour the district on foot, and study written 
materials on the history and significance of Over-
the-Rhine.3

Thoroughly review these guidelines
Once a baseline understanding of the history 

of Over-the-Rhine, the development site, and 

the surrounding context has been achieved, 

developers and designers should consult 

these guidelines to work toward a high-quality 

design compatible with the historic context of 

Over-the-Rhine.  

Notify the Community
Early in the design process, developers and 

their designers should notify the Over-the-

Rhine Community Council, Over-the-Rhine 

Foundation and other neighborhood groups 

of their intent to build. These community 

groups can provide knowledge, context, and 

insight to a developer/designer that will aid 

design of the project and assist in obtaining 

community support. This step also provides 

an opportunity to enhance the developer/

designer’s understanding of Over-the-

Rhine through the transfer of information 

from long-standing stakeholders in the 

neighborhood.

Prior to designing an infill 
building in Over-the-Rhine, 
developers contemplating 
a new construction project 
should undertake the 
following pre-design steps.

Compliance with Building Codes
Nothing in these guidelines shall prevent new 

construction from complying with all relevant 

building codes, including the Americans 

with Disabilities Act. Building Code and ADA 

compliance should be a foundation of the 

design process.
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This document is divided into 8 chapters outlining the major elements 
to be addressed in new construction.

The guidelines within each chapter are expressed using the modal verbs 
"should", "must", or "may".

Guidelines containing "must" or "may not" are mandatory in all circumstances.

Guidelines containing "may" are optional.

While guidelines containing "should" are critical, the relevant authority may,  
at its discretion, grant relief from one or more "should" guidelines if at least 
one of the following standards is met:

a.   The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual 
design (i.e., design of the building envelope).

b.   The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique  
standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban, 
19th-century neighborhood.

c.   The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment  
to excellence in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established 
by Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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REQUIREMENTS

8

The following submittals are required on all new construction projects:

 Narrative statement of intent behind the design, including how it meets the 
guidelines and preserves and enhances the integrity of the Over-the-Rhine 
Historic District.

 Map identifying the site in the context of Over-the-Rhine, including existing 
building footprints within a two block radius.

 A copy of 1930 Sanborn map depicting the subject site. Additional Sanborn 
maps from earlier are also accepted.

 3D massing model of entire block on both sides of the street, including up 
to two blocks away in both directions where needed. The model must include 
roof profiles, turrets, steeples and other important roof features.

 Existing and proposed site plan, including north arrow, street names, 
building footprints, parcel lines, and setback dimensions from all property 
lines labeled. All properties contiguous to the subject building's side property 
lines must be included.

 Proposed front, side, and rear elevation drawings, including all buildings  
on contiguous properties, with labeled measurements for height, width, 
setback, and dimensions [using graphic scale].

 Photographic elevation of entire block face showing the streetscape 
with the existing undeveloped site, and the streetscape with the proposed 
building superimposed onto the block face. All buildings must be labeled 
with measurements for height, width, setback, and dimensions [using graphic 
scale]. For corner sites, photographic elevations must be provided for all 
block faces on which the proposed building has frontage.

 Photographic elevation of the entire block face on the opposite side of  
the street. For corner sites, photographic elevations must be provided for  
all block faces opposite the proposed building.

 Annotated elevation drawing for each guideline chapter depicting  
how the proposed building meets that specific guideline.

 Diagram or photographic elevation of the entire block face depicting the 
horizontal rhythm of the streetscape with the proposed building included.  
For corner sites, diagrams/photographic elevations must be provided for  
all block faces on which the proposed building has frontage.

 Diagram or photographic elevation of the entire block face depicting  
the compositional [base, middle, top] rhythm of the streetscape with 
the proposed building included. For corner sites, diagrams/photographic 
elevations must be provided for all blocks on which the proposed building 
has frontage.

 Diagram or photographic elevation of the entire block face depicting the 
vertical rhythm of the streetscape with the proposed building included.  
For corner sites, diagrams/photographic elevations must be provided for  
all blocks on which the proposed building has frontage.

 Wall section of the facade(s) cut through major openings from ground 
through roof.

 Siteline drawings or images showing that any rooftop decks and roof access 
enclosures are not visible from contiguous street(s).

 Siteline drawings or images showing that any mechanical systems, elevated 
solar panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop appendages are not visible 
from contiguous streets at any point within 40 feet of the subject building.

 Material specifications and samples for all exterior materials, including,  
but not limited to, exterior cladding, mortar, detailing and ornamentation, 
fencing, windows, doors, and roofing.

 Proposed front, side, and rear axonometric and/or rendered perspective 
drawings.

HISTORIC CONSERVATION  
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24-30 E. 15th Street 
typifies the massing, 
height, and scale of 

buildings found in 
Over-the-Rhine

1430-1438 Race Street 
typifies the massing, 
height, and scale of 

buildings found in 
Over-the-Rhine

MASSING, HEIGHT 
& SCALE
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Massing, Height and Scale are fundamental to the 

unique identity and character of Over-the-Rhine. The 

district was developed on long, narrow parcels of 

land, resulting in the construction of tall, long, narrow 

buildings designed to maximize density. Thus, the 

quintessential Over-the-Rhine building is significantly  

taller and longer than it is wide, with either a 

rectangular or “L” shape volume. The massing and 

height of each building varies from its neighbors, but 

within a limited range, resulting in the particular scale 

that defines each block. While some blocks feature 

buildings that range from 2-4 stories in height, others 

have a 3-5 story range. Most buildings in Over-the-

Rhine are relatively narrow, 25-50 feet in width. 

HISTORIC CONSERVATION  
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Building width should be within 10% of the average 
width of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of the average 
height of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face.*

Buildings should be rectilinear in form. 

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

1 2

MASSING, HEIGHT  
& SCALE

Note
*  If there are fewer than three (3) non-institutional 

contributing buildings located within the same  
block face, then the average must be calculated 
using non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face plus an 
additional block face in both directions.

GUIDELINE INTENTION                                                                                              
New buildings in Over-the-Rhine are to reflect the historic 

massing and height within the district and should support the 

continuity of scale established by the historic fabric. Major 

deviations from the established massing, height, and scale can 

irrevocably detract from the character of the neighborhood.

Development on two or more contiguous 
historic lots must incorporate two or 
more of the following: 
a.   Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base,  

middle, and top.

b.   Use multiple detached volumes to break the 
building into separate structures. 

c.   Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of  
total project budget to conceptual design  
(i.e. design of the building envelope).

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances 
Over-the-Rhine's unique standing as  
one of America's most cohesive surviving 
examples of an urban, nineteenth century 
neighborhood.

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates  
a strong commitment to excellence in design 
and to enhancing the visual continuity 
established by Over-the-Rhine's historic 
buildings.

 

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than the 
shortest building on the block face.
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Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than 
 the shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

DETAIL VIEW

STREET VIEW

AVERAGE 
BUILDING 
WIDTH

10%

10%

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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AVERAGE 
BUILDING 
HEIGHT

10%

10%

DETAIL VIEW

STREET VIEW

Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than 
the shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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DETAIL VIEW

STREET VIEW

TALLEST 
BUILDING

SHORTEST 

BUILDING

Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than 
the shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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RECTILINEAR FORMS

NON-RECTILINEAR FORMS

Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than the 
shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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DETAIL VIEW

STREET VIEW

BUILDING 
DEPTH

BUILDING 
HEIGHT

BUILDING 
WIDTH

Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than the 
shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.
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A

B

Building width should be within 10% 
of the average width of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within 
the same block face.*  

Building height should be within 10% of 
the average height of non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the 
same block face.*

Building height must not exceed the tallest 
building on the block face or be less than the 
shortest building on the block face.

 
Buildings should be rectilinear in form.  

Development on two or more contiguous historic 
lots must incorporate two or more of the following: 
a.  Subdivide the facade horizontally into a base, middle, and top.

b.  Use multiple detached volumes to break the building into separate structures. 

c.  Meet at least one of the following standards:

i. The project devotes at least 25% of total project budget to conceptual design  
 (i.e. design of the building envelope). 

ii. The project is exceptional and enhances Over-the-Rhine's unique 
 standing as one of America's most cohesive surviving examples of an urban,  
 nineteenth century neighborhood. 

iii. The project otherwise demonstrates a strong commitment to excellence 
 in design and to enhancing the visual continuity established by 
 Over-the-Rhine's historic buildings.

Building height should be greater than 
width, and building depth should be 
greater than width.
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OTR is dominated 
by zero setback 
streetscapes, as 
seen here in the 

1400 block of Vine.

Some side streets 
and portions of 

blocks have groups 
of buildings with 
small front and/

or side setbacks, as 
seen here at 211-217 

Orchard Street.

SETBACK
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Over-the-Rhine was developed as a dense walking 

neighborhood with the vast majority of buildings built 

directly up to the sidewalk. This mostly zero setback 

environment presents a rich pedestrian experience 

full of vitality, visual interest, and public access to 

commercial property. A majority of buildings are 

also built up to the side property lines, though some 

buildings have small side setbacks. In rare cases, small, 

detached residential buildings are set back from the 

street using a low, visually-permeable, decorative, 

iron fence to mark the edge. Some larger institutional 

buildings such as schools, churches, and public 

buildings are set back from the street to provide  

public space, adding to their civic monumentality.

HISTORIC CONSERVATION  
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Buildings must be built with zero setback from the 
front property line, except as defined in 2.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of the 
following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings located 
within the same block face* have a front setback of at least 
two feet.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had a  
setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of those 
contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first  
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5. 

SETBACK
GUIDELINE INTENTION                                                                                                   

New buildings within Over-the-Rhine are to respect 

the established setback pattern on the street. A zero lot 

line setback at the front and on the sides should be the 

first response to a new construction project unless a 

majority of other contributing buildings along the block 

face have setbacks.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b. A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side setback on 
at least one side.

c. The previously existing historic building on the site had a 
side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a side setback on both sides 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b. A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c. The previously existing historic building on the site had a 
side setback on both sides.

d.   The setbacks are within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.

Note
*  If there are fewer than three (3) non-institutional contributing 

buildings located within the same block face, then the quantity of 
buildings used to calculate a majority must include non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the same block face, plus an 
additional block face in both directions.
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Buildings must be built with zero setback 
from the front property line, except as 
defined in 2.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side 
setback on at least one side.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of 
the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a front 
setback of at least two feet.

c.    The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first 
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5.

Buildings may have a side setback on both 
sides if all of the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.  A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c.  The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on both sides.

d.  The setbacks is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.

PROPERTY LINE

ZERO SETBACK
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AVERAGE SETBACK

SETBACK PERMITTED 

WITHIN 10% OF AVERAGE

PROPERTY LINE

Buildings must be built with zero setback 
from the front property line, except as 
defined in 2.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first 
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side 
setback on at least one side.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of 
the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a front 
setback of at least two feet.

c.    The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings may have a side setback on both 
sides if all of the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.  A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c.  The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on both sides.

d.  The setbacks is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.
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DETAIL VIEW

STREET VIEW

20' ZERO 

SETBACK

ZERO 

SETBACK

ZERO 

SETBACK

Buildings must be built with zero setback 
from the front property line, except as 
defined in 2.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first 
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side 
setback on at least one side.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of 
the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a front 
setback of at least two feet.

c.    The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings may have a side setback on both 
sides if all of the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.  A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c.  The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on both sides.

d.  The setbacks is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.
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SETBACK PERMITTED 

WITHIN 10% OF AVERAGE

Buildings must be built with zero setback 
from the front property line, except as 
defined in 2.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first 
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side 
setback on at least one side.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of 
the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a front 
setback of at least two feet.

c.    The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings may have a side setback on both 
sides if all of the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.  A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c.  The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on both sides.

d.  The setbacks is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.
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SETBACK PERMITTED 

WITHIN 10% OF AVERAGE

Buildings must be built with zero setback 
from the front property line, except as 
defined in 2.

Buildings must be built with zero setback from 
both side property lines for at least the first 
20 feet of the building, except as defined in 5.

Buildings may have a side setback on one side 
if all of the following conditions exist:
a.   The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a side 
setback on at least one side.

c.   The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on at least one side.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 4b.

Buildings may have a front setback if all of 
the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.   A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face* have a front 
setback of at least two feet.

c.    The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a setback of at least two feet.

d.   The setback is within 10% of the average setback of 
those contributing buildings defined in 2b.

Buildings may have a side setback on both 
sides if all of the following conditions exist:
a.  The building is a residential building.

b.  A majority of non-institutional contributing buildings 
within the same block face* have a side setback on 
both sides.

c.  The previously existing historic building on the site had 
a side setback on both sides.

d.  The setbacks is within 10% of the average side setback 
of those contributing buildings defined in 5b.
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COMPOSITION
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Typical buildings in the district have a three-part 

organization consisting of a base, middle, and top. 

Each of these elements plays a specific role in the 

composition of the building. 

While there is a distinct difference in the bases of 

commercial and residential buildings, the middle 

and top components of Over-the-Rhine buildings 

have a commonality across all uses.

1119 and 1121 Walnut 
Street demonstrate 
composition in 
residential and 
mixed-use buildings.
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Residential Bases 

Residential bases often consist of a stone foundation, 

typically rising nine to 24 inches above grade and capped 

by a projecting sandstone or limestone water table. Some 

bases contain windows that provide ventilation and light 

to the building’s basement. Residential bases may also 

be characterized by the presence of stoops leading to 

an elevated entry. These stoops vary in height, but are 

generally consistent in form and height with other stoops 

within the same block face.

COMPOSITION: BASE
HISTORIC CONTEXT 

Commercial Storefronts 
First-floor storefronts are common and are a significant 

architectural feature in the district’s mixed-use buildings. 

Storefronts take on a dual role. First, as the place where 

merchants display their wares, they allow customers to 

“window shop”, thus providing intimate contact with the 

pedestrian. Second, by forming the architectural base of  

the mixed-use building, they also give scale, rhythm, and 

texture to the street. 

Storefronts are prevalent on commercial arterials, but are 

also found interspersed on predominantly residential streets 

-- particularly on corner buildings. Corner storefronts 

typically wrap the facade to face both streets.

During the later decades of the 19th-century,  

most storefronts were built of sandstone or cast iron. 

Architecturally, styles include Greek Revival, Italianate, and 

Queen Anne. Detailing ranges from very simple stone piers 

and lintels to very elaborate cast iron columns assembled in 

a variety of patterns. The exact size, scale and level of detail 

vary greatly from building to building, but most storefronts 

share a common design framework.

1708 Elm Street exhibits 
the characteristics of 
residential bases.

119 E 12th Street exhibits the 
characteristics of commercial 
storefronts.



C H A P.  0 3 A  –  C O M P O S I T I O N :  B A S E

HISTORIC CONSERVATION  
GUIDELINES FOR NEW CONSTRUCTION

3 0

Commercial/mixed-use buildings must have a 
storefront, as follows:
a.    Storefronts should feature the basic components of a storefront 

system, including a bulkhead, transom windows, display 
windows, columns, pilasters, storefront cornice/lintel, and entry 
door.

b.    Storefront height should be within 10% of the average height 
of contributing storefronts located within with same block face.*

c.    Storefront window sills should be between 18 inches to 3 feet 
above grade. 

d.    Storefront windows should be recessed from the structural 
storefront elements. 

e.    Door and window glazing should comprise at least 60% of 
the total storefront system. Transparency of greater than 60% 
is encouraged, but complete storefront transparency is not 
appropriate. 

f.    Door and window glazing should not be covered by systems 
that obscure the view of the glazing from the public realm.

COMPOSITION: BASE
COMMERCIAL/MIXED-USE BUILDINGS 

GUIDELINE INTENTION 

New storefronts should evoke the scale and proportions of 
historic storefronts in the district, and should provide visual 
interest, transparency, and a consistent street wall.

Storefronts should be taller than individual  
upper floors. 

Commercial/mixed-use buildings may have garage 
doors/garage door openings on a street-facing 
wall if all of the following conditions exist:
a.    There is no feasible or practical alley access, as determined 

by the Department of Transportation and Engineering, that 
would permit the placement of garage doors or garage door 
openings on an alley rather than a street-facing wall.

b.    The garage door/garage door opening give the appearance 
of a storefront and incorporate the major features of a 
storefront as outlined in Chapter 03A-01.

Note
*  If there are fewer than three (3) contributing storefronts located 

within the same block face, then the average must be calculated using 
contributing storefronts within the same block face plus an additional 
block face in both directions.
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Commercial/mixed-use buildings must have 
a storefront, as follows:
a. Storefronts should feature the basic components of 

a storefront system, including a bulkhead, transom 
windows, display windows, columns, pilasters, 
storefront cornice/lintel, and entry door.

b.   Storefront height should be within 10% of the average 
height of contributing storefronts located within the 
same block face.*

c.  Storefront window sills should be between 18 inches 
to 3 feet above grade. 

d.  Storefront windows should be recessed from the 
structural storefront elements. 

e. Door and window glazing should comprise at least 
60% of the total storefront system.

f. Door and window glazing should not be covered by 
systems that obscure the view of the glazing from the 
public realm.

Storefronts should be taller than 
individual upper floors. 

BULKHEAD

WINDOW  
SILL 18"-36" 
ABOVE GRADE

TRANSOM 
WINDOWS

AVERAGE HEIGHT10%

10%

STOREFRONT 
WINDOWS

PILASTERS

LINTEL

CORNICE
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SECOND 
FLOOR 

HEIGHT

STOREFRONT 

HEIGHT

THIRD 

 FLOOR 

HEIGHT

FOURTH 
FLOOR 

HEIGHT
Storefronts should be taller than 
individual upper floors. 

Commercial/mixed-use buildings must have 
a storefront, as follows:
a. Storefronts should feature the basic components of 

a storefront system, including a bulkhead, transom 
windows, display windows, columns, pilasters, 
storefront cornice/lintel, and entry door.

b.   Storefront height should be within 10% of the average 
height of contributing storefronts located within the 
same block face.*

c.  Storefront window sills should be between 18 inches 
to 3 feet above grade. 

d.  Storefront windows should be recessed from the 
structural storefront elements. 

e. Door and window glazing should comprise at least 
60% of the total storefront system.

f. Door and window glazing should not be covered by 
systems that obscure the view of the glazing from the 
public realm.
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Buildings should have a change in material and/or 
design located nine to 24 inches above grade that 
marks the transition from base component to middle. 

COMPOSITION: BASE
RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS

GUIDELINE INTENTION 
Residential bases are to be well defined and distinguishable from the 
middle component of a building. 

Garage doors and garage door openings may be 
approved if all of the following conditions exist:

a. The garage door or opening is not located on a street-facing      
wall.

b.   The opening is limited to a single car opening. 
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COMPOSITION: 
MIDDLE
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
The middle component of historic buildings in  

Over-the-Rhine is the area between the top of the base 

composition, and the bottom of the cornice. The middle 

component contains window openings, sills, lintels, and 

other detailing and articulation that contributes greatly 

to both the vertical emphasis and rhythm of the design. 

In mixed-use buildings, the middle component is typically 

distinguished from the storefront below through a strong 

horizontal element, such as a stone or cast iron lintel or 

cornice corresponding to a division in the use of the building. 

In residential and other commercial buildings, the horizontal 

element dividing middle from base is the top of the stone 

foundation or water table that terminates below the building 

entry. In both building types, the middle component is 

distinguished from the more decorative top component 

through the application of a strong horizontal element.

1222 and 1224 Republic Street 
exhibit the characteristics 
of composition: middle  
in residential buildings.

118-128 W. Elder Street 
exhibit the characteristics 
of composition: middle 
in mixed-use buildings.

1212 Jackson Street 
exhibits the characteristics 
of composition: middle 
in industrial buildings.
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Buildings should have a change in material 
and/or design that marks the transition from base 
component to middle component, and from middle 
component to top.

COMPOSITION: 
MIDDLE
GUIDELINE INTENTION 

The design of the middle component should provide a 

consistent architectural vocabulary along the streetscape. 
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116 W. Elder Street exhibits the 
characteristics of composition: top.

8 Green Street exhibits  
the characteristics of early  
20th-century composition: top.

213 and 219 Odeon Street exhibit  
the characteristics of composition: top.

1408 Elm Street exhibits the 
characteristics of composition: top.

COMPOSITION: TOP
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Strong terminating elements at the tops of buildings are primary 

defining features of the district. Projecting cornices supported 

by decorative brackets and bold, decorative frieze panels are the 

quintessential tops found in Over-the-Rhine. Historically, cornices 

projected over buildings to minimize rainfall on facades. Decorative 

cornices in the district often exhibit their own micro-composition 

of base, middle, top, while remaining consistent with an overarching 

theme throughout the district. 

Some buildings feature less elaborate building tops – such as 

bracket-less box gutters and corbelled parapet walls – that 

nevertheless serve as strong terminating elements to the building. 

On other buildings the entire uppermost story serves as a top, 

realized by a mansard roof or a lower secondary cornice.
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Buildings should employ a strong top component 
that terminates the building, without mimicking 
the district's historic cornices.

COMPOSITION: TOP
GUIDELINE INTENTION  
New buildings are to provide a crowning visual termination  

to the composition. 

Top components should have a height that is within 
10% of the average height of top components on 
non-institutional contributing buildings located 
within the same block face.*

The projection (overhang) of top components 
beyond the plane of the facade must not exceed 
60% of the furthest projection among top 
components on contributing buildings within 
the same block face.

Note
*  If there are fewer than three (3) non-institutional 

contributing buildings located within the same block face, 
then the average must be calculated using non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the same block face 
plus an additional block face in both directions.
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Top components should have a height that 
is within 10% of the average height of top 
components on contributing buildings 
located within the same block face.

AVERAGE 

HEIGHT OF  

TOP COMPONENTS 

10%

10%
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RHYTHM
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
The “rhythm” formed by the repetition of buildings is  
one of the core elements that knits the fabric of 
Over-the-Rhine together into a cohesive district. Most 
buildings are tall and narrow – typically 20-50 feet in 
width and three to four stories in height – and exhibit  
a variation in height from one building to the next.  
Most buildings also feature regularly spaced, horizontally 
and vertically aligned, symmetrically placed window 
openings that display a remarkable consistency from 
one building to the next. Finally, buildings tend to have 
articulated wall surfaces (e.g., sills, lintels, and bracketed 
cornices), resulting in the consistent projection of 
elements from the plane of the primary façades of 
buildings along the streetscape. This repetition of 
tall, narrow buildings of varying height, consistent 
fenestration geometries, and articulated wall surfaces 
results in a particular pattern, or “rhythm”, that gives 
Over-the-Rhine streets harmony and coherence. 

1405-1417 Main Street 
exemplifies  

 Over-the-Rhine's 
distinctive rhythm.

529-541 E. 13th Street 
exemplifies  

Over-the-Rhine's 
distinctive rhythm.
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Building height should vary by a minimum 
of 10% from the height of any neighboring 
buildings.

Window openings should respond and  
relate to the rhythm of openings found on  
non-institutional contributing buildings 
located within the same block face.

RHYTHM
GUIDELINE INTENTION 
New buildings should reflect the visual continuity 
established by the repetition of similarly designed and 
scaled contributing buildings along the streetscape. 
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Building height should vary by a minimum 
of 10% from the height of any neighboring 
buildings.

Window openings should respond and 
relate to the rhythm of openings found on  
non-institutional contributing buildings  
located within the same block face.

MINIMUM 10% 
VARIANCE  

C H A P.  0 4  –  R H Y T H M
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Building height should vary by a minimum 
of 10% from the height of any neighboring 
buildings.

Window openings should respond and 
relate to the rhythm of openings found on  
non-institutional contributing buildings  
located within the same block face.
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Doors follow the patterns and characteristics of windows, 

accentuating the verticality and symmetry of the district.  

Entries have different sizes, locations, and styles depending 

on the use and period of the building. Entrances to residential 

buildings usually feature a single wooden door, set off to one side 

of the primary façade and recessed into the brick. In mixed-use 

buildings, especially along commercial arterials such as Elm,  

Race, Vine, Walnut, Main, and Sycamore Streets, residential 

entrances are placed either in one of the outermost bays of 

the primary façade, or are located on a side exterior wall of the 

building, accessible through a tall narrow breezeway with a gate 

or door at the front of the building. 

OPENINGS
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Openings are fundamental to the distinctive rhythm that 

defines the district. Openings are found both on principle 

façades as well as the rear and side walls of buildings 

where those walls are not immediately abutted by  

another building. Most buildings feature regularly spaced, 

vertically oriented individual window openings formed 

into horizontally and vertically aligned, symmetrical rows 

and columns. Windows are typically recessed into the 

opening, creating a strong shadow detail.8 Windows are 

typically double hung and often have decorative stone sills 

and lintels.

Buildings with commercial uses on the upper floors and 

many built after the turn of the century often feature  

more variation in window openings, including groupings 

of openings that create more of a horizontal orientation.  

While oriel windows are not defining features of Over-

the-Rhine, they are present at a number of locations 

in both residential and mixed-use buildings. Oriels are 

designed to provide functional benefits to interior space, 

and are also architectural expressions that add distinction 

and three-dimensionality to Over-the-Rhine’s typically 

planar masonry facades. 

118 and 120 W. 14th Street 
exhibit the characteristics of 
window and door openings

1126 Walnut exhibits the 
characteristics of grouped 
window openings.

1428 Race exhibits the 
characteristics of oriel 
windows.
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Window openings should be taller than they are  
wide in a proportion that reflects proportions found  
on non-institutional contributing buildings of similar 
use within the same block face.**

Window openings should occupy a total of between 
30% and 60% the middle portion of facades and 
street-facing walls.

OPENINGS*

GUIDELINE INTENTION 
The openings of new buildings are to establish a relationship with the 
size, placement, and configuration of openings found on contributing 
buildings of similar use within the same block face.

Windows: 
a.  Should be recessed from the plane of the wall

b.  Must not have internal grids

Buildings may have oriel windows if all of the following 
conditions exist: 
a.   There is at least one contributing building with an oriel window 

located within either the subject block face or the opposing  
block face.

b.   Not greater than 15% of total buildings (contributing and non-
contributing) located within the combined block face and opposing 
block face have oriel windows.

Street-facing walls must have a ground level  
door opening.

Window openings should be arranged into rows, 
as follows:
a.   Rows should be present for each story. Attic stories  

are exempt. 

b.   Rows should be evenly spaced.

c.   Window openings should be horizontally aligned with other 
openings within the same row.

e.   The upper most row of openings in the middle component, 
including lintel, should terminate at least 15 inches below 
the beginning of the top component.

Window openings should be arranged into 
columns, as follows:
a.   The number of columns of openings should reflect the 

number of columns found on contributing buildings of 
similar width. 

b.  Columns should be evenly spaced.

c.   Window openings should be vertically aligned with other 
openings within the same column.

d.  Columns should be symmetrical.

Note
*  Storefront openings must follow the requirements set forth in Chapter 

03: Composition: Base.

**  If there are no non-institutional contributing buildings of similar use 
located within the same block face, then reference should be made to 
non-institutional contributing buildings of similar use located within 
the next block face in either direction.
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Window openings should be arranged into 
columns, as follows:
a. The number of columns of openings should reflect 

the number of columns found on contributing 
buildings of similar width. 

b. Columns should be evenly spaced.

c. Window openings should be vertically aligned with 
other openings within the same column.

d. Columns should be symmetrical.

Window openings should be arranged  
into rows, as follows:
a. Rows should be present for each story.  

Attic stories are exempt. 

b. Rows should be evenly spaced.

c. Window openings should be horizontally aligned 
with other openings within the same row. 

e. The upper most row of openings in the middle 
component, including lintel, should terminate at 
least 15 inches below the beginning of the top 
component.
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Window openings should be arranged into 
columns, as follows:
a. The number of columns of openings should reflect 

the number of columns found on contributing 
buildings of similar width. 

b. Columns should be evenly spaced.

c. Window openings should be vertically aligned with 
other openings within the same column.

d. Columns should be symmetrical.

Window openings should be arranged  
into rows, as follows:
a. Rows should be present for each story.  

Attic stories are exempt. 

b. Rows should be evenly spaced.

c. Window openings should be horizontally aligned 
with other openings within the same row. 

e. The upper most row of openings in the middle 
component, including lintel, should terminate at 
least 15 inches below the beginning of the top 
component.
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ROOF
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Roofs help define not only the pedestrian experience of the 

district from street level, but also the unique aerial views of 

the neighborhood from hillsides and rooftops. The roofs that 

are featured most commonly in the Over-the-Rhine Historic 

District are side-gabled roofs and low-pitched shed roofs. 

Mansard roofs and sawtooth roofs at the rear portion are seen 

sporadically throughout the district. Institutional buildings 

in Over-the-Rhine have a variety of roof shapes, including 

dormers, multiple gables, hip roofs, and towers.

1425 and 1427 Main Street typify roof forms 
commonly found in Over-the-Rhine.
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Roofs should be built using a roof profile 
found on at least one non-institutional 
contributing building within the same block 
face.* The following profiles are appropriate:
a. Side-Gabled Roof

b. Side-Gabled Sawtooth Roof

c. Descending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

d. Ascending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

Rooftop decks and roof access enclosures 
must not be visible from contiguous streets 
and must not be highly visible from the 
public realm. Penthouses are not permitted.

Mechanical systems, elevated solar 
panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop 
appendages must not be visible from 
contiguous streets at any point within  
40 feet of the building. Efforts should 
be made to minimize visibility of such 
appendages from the public realm entirely. 

ROOF
GUIDELINE INTENTION 
Roof profiles are to reflect the roof profiles of contributing 
buildings of similar size and use within the district. The impacts 
of rooftop appendages on street-level aerial and elevated 
panoramic views of Over-the-Rhine are to be minimized. 

Roof profiles must be consistent with the 
pitch of corresponding roof profiles found  
on contributing buildings within the same 
block face. 

Note
*  If there are no non-institutional contributing 

buildings located within the same block face,  
then reference should be made to non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the next block 
face in either direction.
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Roofs should be built using a roof profile 
found on at least one non-institutional 
contributing building within the same 
block face.* The following profiles are 
appropriate:
a. Side-Gabled Roof

b. Side-Gabled Sawtooth Roof

c. Descending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

d. Ascending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

Roof profiles must be consistent with the 
pitch of corresponding roof profiles found 
on contributing buildings within the 
same block face. 

Rooftop decks and roof access enclosures 
must not be visible from contiguous streets 
and must not be highly visible from the 
public realm. Penthouses are not permitted.

Mechanical systems, elevated solar 
panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop 
appendages must not be visible from 
contiguous streets at any point within  
40 feet of the building. Efforts should 
be made to minimize visibility of such 
appendages from the public realm entirely. 

SIDE-GABLED ROOF

FRONT OF 

BUILDING

DESCENDING LOW-PITCHED SHED ROOF

FRONT OF 

BUILDING

ASCENDING LOW-PITCHED SHED ROOF

SIDE-GABLED SAWTOOTH ROOF

BACK OF 

BUILDING

FRONT OF 

BUILDING
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Roof profiles must be consistent with the 
pitch of corresponding roof profiles found 
on contributing buildings within the 
same block face. 

Rooftop decks and roof access enclosures 
must not be visible from contiguous streets 
and must not be highly visible from the 
public realm. Penthouses are not permitted.

Mechanical systems, elevated solar 
panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop 
appendages must not be visible from 
contiguous streets at any point within  
40 feet of the building. Efforts should 
be made to minimize visibility of such 
appendages from the public realm entirely. 

Roofs should be built using a roof profile 
found on at least one non-institutional 
contributing building within the same 
block face.* The following profiles are 
appropriate:
a. Side-Gabled Roof

b. Side-Gabled Sawtooth Roof

c. Descending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

d. Ascending Low-Pitched Shed Roof
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INAPPROPRIATE 
ROOFTOP VISIBILITY

Roof profiles must be consistent with the 
pitch of corresponding roof profiles found 
on contributing buildings within the 
same block face. 

Rooftop decks and roof access enclosures 
must not be visible from contiguous streets 
and must not be highly visible from the 
public realm. Penthouses are not permitted.

Mechanical systems, elevated solar 
panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop 
appendages must not be visible from 
contiguous streets at any point within  
40 feet of the building. Efforts should 
be made to minimize visibility of such 
appendages from the public realm entirely. 

Roofs should be built using a roof profile 
found on at least one non-institutional 
contributing building within the same 
block face.* The following profiles are 
appropriate:
a. Side-Gabled Roof

b. Side-Gabled Sawtooth Roof

c. Descending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

d. Ascending Low-Pitched Shed Roof
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INAPPROPRIATE ROOFTOP VISIBILITY

Roof profiles must be consistent with the 
pitch of corresponding roof profiles found 
on contributing buildings within the 
same block face. 

Rooftop decks and roof access enclosures 
must not be visible from contiguous streets 
and must not be highly visible from the 
public realm. Penthouses are not permitted.

Mechanical systems, elevated solar 
panel arrays, and other non-deck rooftop 
appendages must not be visible from 
contiguous streets at any point within  
40 feet of the building. Efforts should 
be made to minimize visibility of such 
appendages from the public realm entirely. 

Roofs should be built using a roof profile 
found on at least one non-institutional 
contributing building within the same 
block face.* The following profiles are 
appropriate:
a. Side-Gabled Roof

b. Side-Gabled Sawtooth Roof

c. Descending Low-Pitched Shed Roof

d. Ascending Low-Pitched Shed Roof
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MATERIALS
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
Materials form an essential part of the identity of Over-the-

Rhine, and brick is the character-defining material of the 

District. The neighborhood evolved from primarily wood frame 

construction with wood clapboard siding in the earlier part 

of the 19th-century, to primarily brick masonry buildings as 

the century wore on and Over-the-Rhine entered its period 

of significance. Thus, the vast majority of Over-the-Rhine 

buildings are made of brick. Other materials characteristic of 

the district include limestone and sandstone (sills, lintels, and 

the occasional façade), wood (doors, windows, box gutters, 

cornices, and siding on early buildings), metal (lintels, sills, 

cornices, and roofs), cast iron (storefronts), and wrought iron 

(fire escapes, fencing).  

Over-the-Rhine buildings 
are primarily constructed 
of handmade, orange-
red clay bricks stacked 
using the common bond 
pattern, as seen here at 
1219 Sycamore Street.

Decorative metal header 
at 1418 Elm.

Decorative cast 
iron storefront at  
116 East 14th Street.

Decorative metal 
brackets and wood  
trim form the cornice  
at 116 West 14th Street.

Decorative stone lintel  
at 1431 Elm.
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Buildings should use materials found on contributing 
buildings or materials that honor the best qualities of 
historic materials.

Materials proposed for new construction should 
meet the quality standards found on contributing 
buildings in the district. Materials will be evaluated 
based on the following criteria: 
1. Life span/durability. 

2. Authenticity (authenticity is inversely proportional to the degree 
of engineering/processing of the material).

3. Visual continuity with contributing buildings within the block face.

4. Color, texture, design/pattern, glare/reflectivity, dimensions.

Lintels and sills should be made of 
limestone or sandstone, cast stone with a 
limestone veneer applied, or an appropriate 
alternate material.

MATERIALS
GUIDELINE INTENTION 
Materials used on new construction are to rise to the standards 
of quality, authenticity, and durability set by materials found on 
contributing buildings in the district.

Brick used as exterior cladding should meet the 
following requirements:
a. King and Queen sized brick are not appropriate 

and should not be used.

b. Brick should have either historic (2-1/2" x 8-1/4") 
or modular (2-1/4" x 7-5/8") dimensions. 

c. At least one full wythe of 4" (depth) brick should be used.

d. Faux-historic brick (i.e., brick that attempts to match the 
color and texture of historic brick) is not appropriate and 
should not be used. Rather, brick should seek to root itself 
in its current place and time.

Buildings must not use stucco, synthetic stucco,  
vinyl, or plastic as cladding materials.  

Window components should be made of wood, 
aluminum clad wood, metal, or an appropriate 
alternate material. 

Residential bases should be made of stone 
or an appropriate alternate material.

Storefront systems should meet the following 
requirements:
a. Columns, pilasters, and framing should be made of cast 

iron, steel, limestone, sandstone, or cast stone with 
a limestone veneer applied. Brick is permitted where 
examples exist on contributing storefronts within the 
same block face.

b. Window framing and muntins should be made of wood, 
steel, or dark colored aluminum.

Doors should be made of wood or a stain 
grade material. 
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MISCELLANEOUS
HISTORIC CONTEXT 
A number of important features of the Over-the-Rhine Historic 

District fall within the Miscellaneous category, including 

porches, fencing, and balconies. 

Porches  
Side porches (veranda) are frequently found on historic 

Over-the-Rhine buildings. Typically they are built into the  

“L” of the building, filling the void created by the building's 

keyback. Front porches are not found in Over-the-Rhine.

Fencing  
Front fencing is sometimes used to mark the front property  

line for historic buildings that have a setback in Over-the-Rhine. 

Fencing was most frequently made of wrought iron formed into 

narrow vertical elements supported by vertical posts. 

Balconies   
True balconies are rare in Over-the-Rhine. Fire escapes are 

prevalent and often double as balconies. 
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Buildings may not have front porches.

Buildings may have side porches if they are placed 
in the void created by a keyback.

Side porches should be built in a rectangular 
geometry

MISCELLANEOUS
PORCHES
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Buildings with a front setback of at least two 
feet may have front fencing if a majority of  
non-institutional contributing buildings with 
setbacks of at least two feet located within the 
same block face have front fencing.*

Front fencing should be set at, and occupy the full 
width of, the front property line.

Front fencing should be made of black colored or 
coated wrought iron, cast-iron, or steel.

Front fencing should reflect the design, spacing, 
opacity, and height of historic front fencing found 
on contributing buildings within the district. 

MISCELLANEOUS
FRONT FENCING 

Note
* If there are fewer than three (3) non-institutional 
contributing buildings located within the same block 
face, then the quantity of buildings used to calculate 
a majority must include non-institutional contributing 
buildings located within the same block face plus an 
additional block face in both directions.
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Buildings may have rear fencing placed at 
the rear property line.

Rear fencing should be made of wrought iron, 
cast-iron, steel, natural wood, or an appropriate 
alternate material.

Buildings may have recessed balconies if they 
are placed at the rear of the building or on the 
side of the building.

Rear fencing should not exceed six feet in height.

REAR FENCING 

MISCELLANEOUS
BALCONIES 

Buildings may have protruding balconies if they 
are placed at the rear of the building, or on the 
side of the building in the void created by a 
keyback.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES

Building sites should be evaluated for their 
potential for archaeological resources. If, after 
a survey of Sanborn Maps and consultation with 
staff, or if during construction archaeological 
resources are discovered, existing archaeological 
survey protocols must be followed. 
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Articulative Recess A slight change in plane 
in part of an exterior wall, usually decorative.

Attic A room or space directly under the roof 
of a building.

Base Component The bottommost portion 
of a building, commonly represented in 
commercial buildings by a storefront, and in 
residential buildings by a foundation capped 
by a water table.

Block A unit of urban development 
representing the smallest area that is 
enclosed on all sides by streets.

Block Face A portion of a block consisting of 
a row of properties whose building facades 
are all oriented toward the same street.

Cladding The outermost material layer 
covering the exterior of a building.

Composition The arrangement of a building 
into base, middle, and top components.

Contiguous Sharing an edge or boundary; 
touching. 

Cornice A molded, decorative, projecting 
horizontal member that crowns the top of 
a building.

CORNICE COMPONENTS

Box Gutter A rectangular rain gutter built 
into the slope of a roof, above the cornice.

Bracket An angled structural and/or 
decorative element that actually or visually 
supports the box gutter/cornice soffit.

Corbel A type of bracket built into a wall 
and projecting outward to support the box 
gutter/cornice soffit.

Dentil One of a series of small, decorative 
rectangular blocks placed at regular 
intervals under the soffit of a cornice.

Frieze A decorative horizontal band 
typically containing rectangular trimmed 
panels and through-the-cornice windows.

Through-the-Cornice Windows Attic 
windows built into the cornice.

Contiguous Street A street that is contiguous 
to a parcel containing the subject building.

Contributing Building A historic building  
that is designated by the City of Cincinnati  
as contributing to the historic significance  
of the Over-the-Rhine Historic District.

Elevated Solar Panel Array An array of 
solar panels attached to a roof in which 
the panels are angled toward the sun, 
and do not lay flat against the roof surface.

Facade Any face of a building given special 
architectural treatment.

Front Property Line A property line that is 
contiguous to a street.

Front Setback A space or gap between the 
front property line and any portion of the 
facade or other street-facing wall, excluding 
articulative recesses.

Grade Ground level, as measured by the 
average of the slope between two points.

Height The vertical distance between the 
grade of the facade and the highest point on 
the facade, including architectural features.

Historic Being from the period of 
significance (1840-1941) of the Over-the-
Rhine Historic District, with special emphasis 
on the period 1840-1900.

Institutional Building A contributing building 
constructed for use as a school, theater, 
music hall, market house, bath house, or 
place of worship.

Keyback A setback on a side exterior 
wall beginning at a point at least 20 
feet removed from the primary facade, 
typically extending back to the rear 
property line, and resulting in an enclosed 
breezeway, alleyway, or outdoor space.

Lintel A horizontal member, typically 
structural, that spans the top of a window 
or door opening. 

Massing The general shape and size of a 
building.

Materials The substances that are used 
to form the visible exterior of a building.

Mechanical Equipment Any device or 
apparatus used relating to heating, 
ventilation, air conditioning, plumbing, 
fire suppression, transportation, or any 
other building system.

Middle Component The area of a building 
located between the base component and 
the top component, typically constituting 
the largest bulk of the building and 
containing the majority of its design 
elements.

Neighboring Building A building that is 
next to the subject building and located 
on a parcel that is contiguous to one of 
the subject building's side property lines.

Oriel Window A bay window projecting 
from an upper story (or stories) on a 
building facade. 

Over-the-Rhine Historic District The 
geographic area of Over-the-Rhine that 
is protected by the City of Cincinnati 
based on its cultural and architectural 
significance as a representation of the 
period in Cincinnati's urban development 
from 1840-1941, and particularly that 
period prior to 1900.
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Parcel A tract or plot of land. 

Penthouse An enclosed or partially enclosed 
structure on or above the roof of a building 
which is designed or used for human 
occupancy. 

Property Line The boundary line between 
two pieces of property. 

Public Realm Any portion of the Over-the-
Rhine Historic District that is accessible to 
the public, including streets, alleys, rights 
of way, public parks, and publicly accessible 
buildings.

Residential Building A building that is entirely 
residential in use and does not have a 
storefront.

Rhythm A regularly recurring sequence or 
pattern within and among buildings.

Roof The structure forming the upper covering 
of a building.

Roof Access Enclosure A small structure 
on or above the roof of a building whose 
exclusive purpose is to provide access to a 
rooftop deck.

Roof Deck A flat surface on or above the 
roof of a building that provides space for 
recreation, typically surrounded by railings.

Roof Pitch A numerical measure of the 
steepness, or slope, of a roof.

Rooftop Appendage Any structure, surface, 
fixture, equipment, furniture, or other item 
that is attached to the roof.

Scale The size of a building judged in relation 
to other buildings.

Side Property Line Generally, a property line 
that runs perpendicular to the front and rear 
property lines.

Side Setback A space or gap between the 
side property line and any portion of the side 
exterior wall(s), excluding articulative recesses.

Sill A horizontal member that spans the 
bottom of a window opening.

Street A public thoroughfare, including 
sidewalks, typically fronted by buildings 
on one or both sides.

Street-Facing Wall An exterior building wall 
that faces a contiguous street. 

Storefront The ground floor facade of a 
retail store, restaurant, bar, or personal 
services establishment. 

STOREFRONT COMPONENTS

Bulkhead/Knee Wall The portion of a 
storefront that serves as a platform for 
the display windows.

Column A vertical structural member 
designed to support compressive loads 
in a storefront system.

Display Windows Large windows in a 
storefront used to attract attention to a 
business and its merchandise or services.

Pilaster A projecting, non-load bearing 
vertical member having the appearance 
of a column, with a capital and a base, 
but being purely ornamental in function.

Storefront Cornice/Lintel A horizontal 
member that terminates the uppermost 
portion of the storefront, separating it 
from the upper floors above.

Transom Windows Windows located 
above the main display windows and 
separated by a transom.

Story/Floor A level in a building.

Subject Building A building being considered 
for a Certificate of Appropriateness. 

Top Component The uppermost 
terminating element of a building, often 
represented by a change in both plane 
and material.

Transom A horizontal crosspiece 
separating the top of a window or door 
from a smaller window above. 

Use The type of human activity for which 
a building is purposed.

Water-Table A horizontal projecting 
string course, molding, or ledge placed at 
the top of the foundation so as to divert 
rainwater from a building. 

Width The horizontal distance between 
the sides of the facade.

Window Opening An opening in the wall 
of a building for admission of light and 
air. 

Wythe A single thickness of brick in 
masonry construction.

Definitions taken from the following 
resources:

Bucher, Ward, and Christine Madrid. 
Dictionary of Building Preservation. J. 
Wiley and Sons, 1996.

Ching, Frank. A Visual Dictionary of 
Architecture. Wiley, 2012.

Curl, James Stevens. A Dictionary of 
Architecture and Landscape Architecture. 
Oxford University Press, 2006.
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Content to Review 
in Design 
Guidelines

COA Applicant’s 
Interpretation

Comments Recommended Revision

The chapter 
contains no 
explicit comment 
on the need for 
strong corners, 
especially in the 
middle and top 
parts of a 
building, implicitly 
permitting infill 
construction with 
corners that are 
incongruous with 
the extant historic 
buildings. 

● A corner 
building may 
have corner 
windows

● Window and 
door openings 
may come 
within inches 
of the edge of 
a building

● Subtractive 
form may be 
used to create 
loggias at the 
corners of a 
building

Corner windows and loggias, as 
well as windows located 
extremely close to building edges 
are incompatible with the 
character of buildings that 
contribute to Over-the-Rhine's 
architectural significance.  All of 
these features weaken the 
corners of a building, both 
tectonically and visually, violating 
a basic principle of construction to 
which the builders of 
Over-the-Rhine faithfully adhered.  
While some historic corner 
buildings in OTR have chamfered 
corners at the base, overlying 
loads are still supported by a 
corner column on the ground 
floor. 

Add the following text:

- Corner windows and door openings in 
the middle and top parts of a new building 
are not compatible with the character of 
the district and should not be used.
-Corner loggias are not appropriate to the 
massing patterns of the district.  In fact, 
loggias are rarely found anywhere on the 
main facades of OTR's historic buildings, 
and are generally not compatible with the 
character of the district unless placed on 
the side (but not at the corner where the 
side meets another facade) or the rear.
- A sense of solidity at corners and at 
points of contact with other buildings is a 
character-defining feature of the historic 
buildings in OTR.  Accordingly, window 
and door openings above the first floor 
must be placed at least two feet (the 
length of three modular bricks) inward from 
the edge or corner of the facade.   
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Content to Review in 
Design Guidelines

COA Applicant’s 
Interpretation

Comments Recommended Revision

Building width should 
be within 10% of the 
average width of 
non-institutional 
contributing buildings 
located within the same 
block face.

-If there is only one surviving 
historic building on the block 
face, all infill buildings may be 
either taller or shorter than 
the surviving building, and all 
new construction on the 
blockface may be of a 
continuous height. 

In cases where there is 
only one surviving historic 
building on a block face 
(such as the north side of 
Mercer Street between 
Boots Alley and Rodney 
Alley), infill construction 
along the block face should 
not all be taller or or all be 
shorter than the surviving 
building by exactly the 
same amount.  Such 
contrast between the 
continuity of height among 
multiple attached new 
buildings and a lone 
surviving historic building 
detracts from the character 
of the district.
  

Add the following text:

- If there is only one extant 
historic building along a 
given block face (defined 
as the block frontage 
between two interceding 
streets or alleys), and there 
are more than two standard 
urban lots to be occupied 
by infill construction along 
the same block face, new 
infill buildings shall not all 
deviate from the height of 
the one extant historic 
building by exactly the 
same amount. 
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Content to Review in 
Design Guidelines

COA Applicant’s 
Interpretation

Comments Recommended Revision

Building width 
should be within 
10% of the average 
width of 
non-institutional 
contributing 
buildings located 
within the same 
block face.

- The cornice or parapet of a 
single infill building (or a 
segment of a facade of a 
larger infill building that is 
articulated as a single 
building) may abruptly change 
in height.  For instance, a 
parapet may be 42 inches tall 
over two bays of a building, 
and 60 inches tall over the 
third bay.
- A parapet or cornice is not 
required to extend over the 
entire width of an infill building 
embedded within the urban 
fabric.  For instance, it is 
acceptable to place a solid 
masonry parapet over two 
bays of a building, and a 
metal railing over the third 
bay. 

- The height of an individual infill 
building or a segment of a larger infill 
building that has the appearance of 
an individual building from the street 
(such as a single townhouse in a row 
of attached units) should be 
consistent across its width, as is the 
case with the individual buildings that 
constitute the urban fabric of OTR.  
For instance, while it is typical for two 
adjacent historic buildings in OTR to 
be of different heights, it is virtually 
never the case that the height of a 
cornice or parapet changes over the 
width of a single building. (This 
comment does not apply to the 
Outstanding-rated freestanding 
buildings (the "setpieces") of OTR, 
such as Music Hall or large-scale civic 
or institutional infill that may rise to the 
same level of significance.)
  

Add the following text:

- For infill buildings constructed 
to fill voids within a block face, 
the overall height of the building 
and the height of top elements 
such as the cornice and parapet 
should not vary across the width 
of the building.  The same 
applies to segments of larger 
infill structures that are 
articulated to have the 
appearance of individual 
buildings along the block face 
(such as townhouses within a 
single multi-family residential 
structure). 
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Content to Review 
in Design 
Guidelines

COA Applicant’s 
Interpretation

Comments Recommended Revision

The chapter does 
not include an 
explicit 
discouragement 
of setbacks that 
vary across the 
facade of a single 
infill building 
(excluding 
institutional 
buildings).

-An infill building may 
have a varied 
setback across its 
facade, as long as 
the setback is within 
10% of the average 
setback for the block.  
For instance, a 
three-bay infill 
building may have 
one bay that recedes 
from the other two.  
Likewise, the 
entrance bay 
between two parts of 
a mixed-use infill 
building may be 
recessed from the 
other parts of the 
facades, as a 
hyphen.

Buildings that constitute the 
historic urban fabric of OTR 
generally have a consistent 
setback across the width of their 
facades.  Storefronts may include 
recessed entry bays, but the 
floors above do not exhibit 
changes in plane (with the 
occasional exceptions of bay or 
oriel windows.)  Infill buildings that 
lack continuous setbacks across 
their facades because of a 
change in the plane of the main 
wall structure are not compatible 
with the setback or massing of the 
historic residential, commercial, or 
mixed-use buildings in OTR. (See 
the infill development at the 
northwest corner of W. 15th and 
Elm Streets, where the continuity 
of the streetwall is intermittently 
broken by recessed bays.)

Add the following text:

- Infill buildings erected to fill voids in the 
urban fabric should not exhibit gratuitous 
changes in setback across their width.  
The same applies to segments of larger 
infill structures that have the appearance 
of individual buildings along the block face. 
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Content to Review in 
Design Guidelines

COA Applicant’s 
Interpretation

Comments Recommended Revision

Illustration of 
storefront on p. 
31 blurs the 
distinction 
between 
schematic 
design and final 
design of 
storefronts.

- A storefront design 
that exactly matches 
the illustration on p. 
31 is acceptable for 
infill with ground floor 
shops in OTR.
-A compatible 
storefront design may 
be composed entirely 
of flat-faced fillet and 
fascia moldings.
-A cheaply and 
crudely built 
storefront with no 
refinement of 
moldings will satisfy 
the guidelines.

While the storefront illustration is useful as a 
visual guideline, architects and developers are 
prone to take it literally as a model for acceptable 
design.  Most contemporary architects have 
received such inadequate training in traditional 
design that they cannot distinguish between an 
abstract cartoon and a finished design for a 
storefront.  The illustration on p. 31 accurately 
depicts the general massing of an appropriate 
storefront in OTR, but it omits one of the most 
integral character-defining elements of a 
traditional storefront: varied moldings that 
articulate the joints between different 
components.  As noted by C. Howard Walker in 
his definitive book, The Theory of Mouldings, 
there are three fundamental molding types: flat 
(the fillet), concave (variations on the cavetto), 
and convex (variations on the ovolo). Two 
moldings of the same basic type almost never 
occur immediately adjacent to each other in a 
composition, as this produces a static and 
repetitive effect.  These rules are not a matter of 
style but of maturity in design composition.  
Whether they be Hellenistic, Romanesque, 
Gothic, Renaissance, or Italianate, all but the 
crudest of buildings prior to the Modernist 
movement exhibit moldings according to these 
basic principles.          

Add the following text to Chapter 03A:

- While level of detail will vary among the 
storefronts of mixed-use infill buildings, 
bulkheads, vertical supports, and top elements 
(such as lintels) should be designed with 
attention to traditional theory of moldings.  
Accordingly, no element of a storefront should 
be built-up entirely of fillet or fascia moldings.  
While instructive for overall massing, the 
illustration on p. 31 is schematic and should not 
be taken as a literal model of a finished 
storefront design that would be compatible with 
OTR's historic buildings.  There are three 
fundamental molding types: flat (the fillet); 
concave (variations on the cavetto); and convex 
(variations on the ovolo). Two moldings of the 
same basic type almost never occur 
immediately adjacent to each other in a 
composition, as this produces a static and 
repetitive effect.  Within the framework of these 
principles, a skilled architect can still devise an 
unlimited variety of designs.  This provision is 
not intended to place a limit on creativity -- only 
to ensure the disciplined creativity required for 
the design of compatible infill.
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"Buildings 
should have a 
change in 
material 
and/or design 
located nine to 
24 inches 
above grade 
that marks the 
transition from 
base 
component to 
middle." 

- Any change in 
material will satisfy the 
guidelines

-The required change 
may be accomplished 
by using two different 
types of the same 
material (e.g., two 
different types of brick, 
as at The Stannary).

-As long as there is a 
change in material, 
there is no need for 
further articulation of 
the transition, by way 
of a lintel, a 
stringcourse, etc.  
(See again, The 
Stannary.) 

While the guidelines are correct in 
specifying the need for a change 
in material between the base and 
the middle, they need to be more 
specific about the types of 
transition that are compatible with 
the character of OTR's historic 
buildings.  In virtually all historic 
OTR buildings with ground-floor 
shops, the transition from base to 
middle is also accompanied by a 
subtle three-dimensional 
articulation.  This can be as 
simple as a string-course or a 
molding at the top of the lintel 
over shop windows.  If shop 
windows are surmounted by a full 
entablature, the 
three-dimensional articulation of 
the transition occurs in the form of 
a small cornice.  Again, such 
refinement is a matter of mature 
and compatible design, not mere 
copyism of a historic style.

Add the following to Ch. 03B, 01:

-Changes in material between the base and top of a 
facade with a ground-floor storefront should be 
accomplished by the juxtaposition of two truly different 
materials, used in their traditional applications.  Acceptable 
examples include the transition from a limestone 
stringcourse to a brick wall; An iron or steel lintel to a brick 
wall; or a wood or metal cornice capping a storefront 
entablature to a brick wall.  
-Changes in material should typically be accompanied by 
a subtle three-dimensional articulation, unless a building is 
designed with a lintel or string course between base and 
middle that is flush with the face of a brick wall.  Such 
articulation can be as simple as a string-course or a 
molding at the top of the lintel over shop windows.  If shop 
windows are surmounted by a full entablature, the 
three-dimensional articulation of the transition occurs in 
the form of a small cornice. Whether simple or elaborate, 
such articulation should be designed in accord with 
traditional theory of moldings.
-The change between two types of the same material 
(such as brick of two different colors) shall not be 
considered to satisfy this guideline. 
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While the 
guidelines include 
the statement 
that "cornices in 
the district often 
exhibit their own 
micro-compositio
n of base, middle, 
top," they do not 
explicitly state 
that the top 
element of an 
infill building in 
OTR must also 
have a tripartite 
design.

-Any differentiation at the 
top of the building will 
satisfy the design 
guidelines, even if it is a 
simple piece of aluminum 
wrap on top of the facade, 
or a cast-stone coping that 
is completely flush with the 
"middle" part of the 
facade.

-There are no parameters 
concerning the proper 
proportional relationship of 
the top to the base and 
middle.  Any proportional 
relationship between the 
top and the other parts of 
the building is acceptable. 

The tripartite composition of cornices 
in OTR is as important to the district's 
unity of character as the massing, 
setback, and the tripartition of each 
facade as a whole.  Accordingly, a 
three-part entablature should also be 
an explicit requirement.  Again, such a 
requirement is not a limitation on 
creativity but a check on crude or 
incomplete design.  There are endless 
possibilities for new composition within 
the parameters of traditional 
entablature design.  Furthermore, 
each component of the entablature is 
also typically subdivided into three 
parts. Tripartition of entablatures is not 
merely an arbitrary convention of 
style, but a reflection of underlying 
tectonics.  Likewise, where full 
entablatures are present, parapets are 
not simply decorative but structural, 
serving as ballasts to prevent 
overhanging cornices from rotating 
outward and falling into the street.       

Add the following to Ch. 03C:

-Infill buildings should have a three-part 
composition that is compatible with the 
tripartite entablatures of historic buildings in 
the district.
- The proportion of top to base and middle 
is critical to the compatibility of infill with 
extant historic buildings in the district.  The 
proportion of top to base and middle should 
be within 10% of the average proportion of 
top to base and middle among historic 
buildings on the block.  If there are fewer 
than three contributing buildings within the 
same block face, the proportion of top to 
base and middle should be determined 
according to the "rule of eleven" -- the 
principle that the entablature should 
represent approximately one eleventh the 
total height of the building, as is typically 
the case among Italianate structures.  The 
proportion of top to middle in base is more 
important to ensuring the compatibility of 
infill than the absolute height of the top 
relative to the tops of other buildings,
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"Buildings 
should employ 
a strong top 
component 
without 
mimicking the 
district's 
historic 
cornices."

-The guidelines 
allow the architect 
license to design 
the top of a 
building 
capriciously.

-A design for a new 
cornice or 
entablature that 
represents 
invention within the 
tradition of OTR's 
historic architecture 
will be summarily 
rejected for failing 
to meet the 
demand for 
"contrast."  

All architectural design involves imitation.  The difference 
between good and poor architecture is not equivalent to the 
difference between imitation and invention but to the difference 
between the choice of better and worse models available for 
imitation, and the degree to which designers imitate the 
principles underlying their models rather than merely copying 
the models themselves. (See the work of Quatremere de 
Quincy for a lucid clarification of the differences among imitation 
(mimesis), copy, invention, and, innovation.)  Infill in OTR that 
flouts the example of local historic buildings is almost unfailingly 
an imitation of low-quality contemporary architecture found in 
other cities.  It is typically a degenerate imitation of vaguely 
Bauhaus-influenced schlock with no cohesion of proportion or 
character and visibly cheap materials.  Such imitation of 
ill-chosen models has already destroyed the historic quality of 
place on the 1500 block of Race Street and will ruin the 
character of the entire district if it is allowed to continue on 
OTR's vacant sites.  The Historic Conservation Board continues 
to favor such projects in part because of an excessive bias in 
favor of "contrasting" infill. The many faults of this approach 
have been exposed in the decades since it was first codified in 
the Charter of Venice and the U.S. Secretary of the Interior's 
Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties.  While the 
problem is not unique to Cincinnati, the stakes are higher there 
than in many places because of the exceptional value of 
Over-the-Rhine.  The mandate for contrasting infill at all costs is 
a dogma that all preservationists should regard with a wary eye.  
(See the work of Steven Semes for a more detailed treatment of 
the subject.)   

Add the following to Ch. 03C:

- The top of each building should 
be designed inventively, but within 
the framework of principles 
associated with the Italianate and 
vernacular Greek Revival 
traditions.  There are endless 
opportunities for creativity within 
these parameters.  More 
important, such an approach 
ensures that new construction will 
not degrade the cohesive quality 
of place that gives Over-the-Rhine 
its singular significance.  Such a 
method of design does not create 
false history; rather, it represents a 
living engagement with a timeless 
building tradition that is as 
desirable and beautiful today as it 
ever was.  An informed observer 
will never be deceived by an infill 
building that blends respectfully 
into its historic environment.
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"The projection 
(overhang) of 
top components 
beyond the 
plane of the 
facade must not 
exceed 60% of 
the furthest 
projection 
among top 
components on 
contributing 
buildings within 
the same block 
face." 

-If there is a full 
entablature, the entire 
thing may project 
beyond the plane of the 
facade -- not just the 
cornice.

-Cornices or parts of 
cornices may project a 
significant distance from 
the facade without the 
support of brackets, 
corbels, or bedmolds 
used in the traditional 
cornices of OTR.

-Overhang is optional, 
and tops of buildings 
may even recede from 
the plane of the facade 
if the architect desires.

The Italianate entablature is not a purely 
decorative feature that is completely 
subject to whim.  While the Italianate 
entablature admits far greater flexibility of 
design than do the Greek and Roman 
orders, it is still derived from the tectonic 
logic of those earlier traditions.  
Entablatures virtually always consist of an 
architrave, frieze, and cornice (in that 
order, from bottom to top).  The character 
of the Italianate entablature is attributable 
to some key rules of composition:

-The architrave is usually implied rather 
than expressed.  Only the top molding of 
the architrave (the taenia band) is usually 
fully expressed, while the rest of the 
"architrave" is often absorbed into the wall 
below the entablature, and is represented 
by the portion of wall above the windows 
on the uppermost floor of the middle 
portion and below the taenia.  
-The brackets usually extend through the 
register of the frieze, cantilevering farther 
from the face of the frieze as they rise 
from the top of the taenia band to the 
underside of the eave.
 

- If the top is designed to include a three-part 
entablature, only the cornice and any 
supporting corbels or brackets should project 
significantly from the plane of the facade.  The 
primary planes of the architrave and frieze 
should be coplanar with the main facade, 
though they may be embellished with 
moldings that project in low relief from the 
main facade.

-Projection of cornices should be tectonically 
rational and should serve the traditional 
purpose of shedding water while preventing 
moisture-related damage to exterior walls.  

-Entablatures and parapets are distinct 
elements that should not be conflated or 
combined in the top of an infill building.

-Top elements should be flush with the face of 
the building or project streetward from the 
face of the building.  Top elements should not 
recede from the face of the building.
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"Building 
height should 
vary by a 
minimum of 
10% from the 
height of any 
neighboring 
buildings."

-If a new building 
will be the same 
number of stories 
as one or both of 
the neighboring 
buildings, the 
architect is 
encouraged to 
exaggerate 
proportions in order 
to make the new 
building taller or 
shorter than the 
adjacent historic 
building(s).

Over-the-Rhine has many historic 
buildings adjacent to each other that 
are exactly the same number of floors 
and exactly the same height.  While 
building heights often do vary on a 
given block face, the neighborhood was 
not developed according to a conscious 
intention to avoid neighboring buildings 
of the same height.  To require all infill 
to deviate gratuitously from the heights 
of neighboring buildings by at least 
10% is to encourage contrived results.  
Such requirements will also result in 
infill with improper character for the 
neighborhood, as it will force designers 
to use proportions that are too 
attenuated or too squat in order to 
satisfy the condition.

Remove the mandate for contrived height variation.  
New buildings should be the height that they need to 
be in order to accommodate their intended number 
of floors while also exhibiting floor-to-floor heights 
and proportions of fenestration that are compatible 
with the character of the district.  In some cases, the 
resulting design will be of a different height than any 
adjacent building, and in others, it will be the same 
as one or both adjacent buildings.  Both conditions 
occur throughout OTR's historic building stock, and 
both conditions should be permitted to occur in the 
cases of new construction. 
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Illustration of 
window 
openings 
arranged in 
columns 
needs a 
caption 
clarifying that 
the emphasis 
on the 
spandrels is 
only intended 
to illustrate the 
alignment of 
openings.

-Infill buildings may 
have articulative 
recesses and/or 
different materials 
in the spandrels.

As with the illustration of the 
schematic shop front on p. 31, 
architects and developers are apt to 
take the illustration on p. 47 literally 
and feel that they have a license to 
accentuate spandrels through 
articulative recesses and/or 
contrasting materials.  Such 
treatment of spandrels creates an 
excessive emphasis on verticality 
that is not compatible even with the 
characteristically vertical openings 
of Italianate neighbors.  Articulative 
recesses are often popular with 
developers because they provide 
an opportunity to use cheaper 
material on a substantial portion of 
a facade.  Such practice is likewise 
inappropriate to the character of the 
district.  

-Add a caption to the illustration 
indicating that the vertical lines and 
differentiated color of the spandrels 
is intended only to emphasize 
proper alignments of openings and 
is in no way intended to indicate 
that spandrels should be 
accentuated with articulative 
recesses and/or materials that 
differ from the primary material of 
the main facade.
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"Buildings 
may have 
oriel windows 
. . ."

-Oriel windows may 
be built cheaply and 
without any 
refinement of 
design.  Under the 
guidelines, it is 
permissible to 
construct oriel 
windows with 
chunky proportions 
consisting entirely of 
flat-faced pieces of 
wood. 
-Oriel windows can 
be cantilevered 
without any visual or 
tectonic support in 
the form of brackets. 

Most oriel windows on infill buildings in 
OTR are mere cartoons of the oriel 
windows found on contributing buildings in 
the district.  They are crudely designed 
and built caricatures of their historic 
counterparts that only detract from OTR's 
quality of place.  (See the infill 
townhouses on the 1400 block of Pleasant 
Street.)  As with other features of infill 
buildings, oriel windows should be 
designed based on a careful study not 
only of the overall massing but also of the 
details and materials of historic oriel and 
bay windows in the district.  These 
generally display a refinement of moldings 
and a layering of elements (including 
tripartition of individual components).  
Following these principles does not mean 
that a designer is "copying" precedent, it 
means that the designer is responding 
respectfully to the scale of detail in the 
district's contributing buildings -- a practice 
that is essential to preserving the 
neighborhood's singular character.

Add the following text:

-Oriel and bay windows should be designed to 
be compatible not only with the massing of their 
historic counterparts but also with the scale and 
degree of refinement of their details.  OTR's 
historic oriel and bay windows were detailed in 
accord with traditional theory of moldings, and 
new oriel and bay windows should be designed 
according to the same basic principles.  Blocky 
bay and oriel windows consisting entirely of 
flat-faced fillet moldings should not be used.  As 
with the buildings themselves, oriel and bay 
windows should have a clearly defined base, 
middle, and top -- each of which should also 
have its own internal division into base, middle, 
and top -- even if these distinctions are subtle.

-The top of a bay window or oriel window should 
not form the floor of a balcony on the level 
above.

-Oriel and bay windows should not be clad in 
horizontal bands of siding.
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While the 
introduction to the 
chapter states 
that windows "are 
typically 
double-hung and 
often have 
decorative stone 
sills and lintels," 
there are no 
specific 
guidelines for the 
sills or lintels of 
infill construction.

-Sills are optional

-Lintels are optional 
and can be designed in 
any manner.  Lintels 
may be designed with 
no regard for the logic 
of tectonics.  Thus, 
lintels that are the 
same width as the 
opening itself and 
soldier course brick 
lintels may be used.  

Many architects unthinkingly design 
masonry lintels that would be 
tectonically unstable without the 
assistance of hidden steel or iron.  A 
stone or cast stone lintel that is the 
same width as the opening does not 
rest on anything and would fall 
straight down (causing the collapse 
of the material above) unless it were 
resting on a steel angle bracket.  
Likewise, the bricks in a soldier 
course lintel would collapse instantly 
without hidden metal support.  
Instead, horizontal lintels should 
always be a single piece of stone or 
masonry and should always be wider 
than the opening that they span, so 
that they are supported at the ends.  
If a window opening is spanned by 
multiple bricks or pieces of stone, the 
pieces should be designed according 
to the principles of arcuation.  This is 
not a matter of style, but of basic 
structural logic. 

Add the following text:

- Single piece lintels should be wider than the 
openings they span such that they rest on 
solid material at both ends and could support 
weight without the use of hidden metal 
structure.

-Lintels or window hoods composed of 
multiple pieces of brick or stone should be 
designed and constructed according to basic 
principles of arcuation.  Lintel designs that 
would be tectonically unstable without hidden 
reinforcement, such as soldier course lintels, 
are incompatible with the character of the 
load-bearing masonry buildings in the district 
and should not be used in new construction.  
This requirement is not a matter of style but of 
fundamental structural logic.

-All windows must have sills, and all sills must 
have a drip to prevent water damage to wall 
surfaces by capillary action.
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There is no 
mention of the 
fact that windows 
on contributing 
buildings are 
almost always of 
uniform height 
and width within a 
row.

-Windows can vary 
erratically in height and 
width within a single 
row.  Isn't that hip, 
cool, and of our time?  
The guidelines don't 
say that I cannot do it, 
so I will do it -- in 
juvenile defiance of the 
spirit of the guidelines 
-- to show how creative 
I am and draw 
attention to my building 
at the expense of the 
unified character of a 
national treasure.  
That's what it means to 
be an architect.

While some contributing buildings in 
OTR exhibit slight variations in the 
height or width of openings across a 
given row, there is always a practical 
reason for it, and it is never done 
gratuitously.  However, these cases 
are rare and should not be treated as 
paradigmatic examples (excepting 
the cases of freestanding landmark 
buildings within the district).  
Furthermore, even when there are 
variations in height or width of 
window openings across a row of 
windows on a contributing building, 
there is still generally a balance (and 
often bilateral symmetry) to the 
composition.  The needless and 
irrational variation of window height 
and width often employed by 
attention-seeking architects may be 
"of our time," but it is certainly not "of 
its place" in Over-the-Rhine.  

Add the following text to Ch. 05:

- Window openings should 
generally be of uniform height 
and width within a row (i.e., 
across the full width of a given 
floor).
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No recommended 
revisions to 
Chapter 6 
("Roof").
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"Faux historic 
brick (i.e., brick 
that attempts to 
match the color 
and texture of 
historic brick) is 
not appropriate 
and should not be 
used.  Rather, 
brick should seek 
to root itself in its 
current place and 
time."

-It is acceptable to use 
cheap brick, because 
cheap brick is distinctly 
of our time.  This is an 
excuse to ignore the 
conflicting prescription 
that new "Buildings 
should honor the best 
qualities of historic 
materials." 

-Brick that contrasts 
against that of 
contributing buildings 
in color, texture, and 
quality is not only 
encouraged but also 
required.

Brick that has a texture or quality 
similar to the brick of contributing 
buildings is not "faux historic brick," it is 
just good quality brick.

As for the proscription against new 
brick that matches the color of brick on 
contributing buildings, how can 
something as basic as color be 
considered appropriate only to one 
time?  Color is timeless, and the limited 
palette of OTR's contributing buildings 
is critical to the character-defining unity 
of the district and should not be 
disrupted merely to ensure "contrast" at 
all costs.

New brick in OTR that matches the 
color and texture of the brick on 
contributing buildings is of its current 
place. 

- Eliminate the vague and 
imprecise mandate against "faux 
historic brick" and replace it with 
a proscription against the use of 
reclaimed brick in new 
construction.
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"Buildings should 
not use stucco, 
synthetic stucco, 
vinyl, or plastic 
as cladding 
materials."

-The guidelines do not 
prohibit the cladding of 
exterior walls in cement 
board panels, metal 
panels, unfinished wood 
siding, corrugated sheet 
metal siding, horizontal 
siding, or board and 
batten sheet metal 
siding.  Looks like it is 
okay to do more 
projects like the one at 
the southwest corner of 
W. 15th and Vine 
Streets, or at Vine and 
Mercer, or Walnut and 
Mercer.

Most of the incompatible infill that has recently 
been permitted has had its main walls clad in some 
combination of the materials listed in the column to 
the left.  Such materials degrade the cohesive 
character of OTR and must be explicitly identified 
as inappropriate in the guidelines.  

In addition, the most insensitive infill in OTR tends 
to use far more materials per facade than typical 
contributing buildings.  Most buildings in OTR have 
one primary cladding material -- usually brick.  
Other materials are used according to their nature 
in appropriate applications, such as stone for sills, 
lintels, and accents; wood or metal used for its 
tensile and compressive strength in shop fronts 
and for its lightness relative to masonry in 
cornices.  Different materials are not applied at 
random like wallpaper to the exterior surfaces of 
contributing buildings, as is done on the cheapest 
and most incongruous contemporary infill in OTR.

Moreover, wall surfaces on contributing buildings 
are not gratuitously painted in a random patchwork 
of multiple colors, as is seen in infill projects such 
as Mercer Commons.  

Expand the quoted provision in the design 
guidelines to add that the parts of buildings 
visible from the public right-of-way should 
not be clad in cement board panels, metal 
panels, unfinished wood siding, horizontal 
wood or metal siding, corrugated sheet 
metal siding, or board and batten siding.

Also add the following:

-The number of materials on the exterior 
facades should be kept to a minimum, and 
materials should be employed in different 
parts of the facade according to their 
physical properties and their traditional use.

-A single wall surface material should not be 
gratuitously painted in a patchwork of 
multiple colors, nor should a single exterior 
wall surface be needlessly clad in multiple 
materials.
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While this chapter 
notes the rarity of 
balconies on the 
main facades of 
contributing 
buildings, it does 
not include 
commentary on 
how balconies 
should be 
designed if they 
are incorporated 
into an infill 
project.

-Balcony platforms on 
street facades can be 
built exactly like 
suburban decks.

-Balcony balustrades 
can have a horizontal 
emphasis.  For 
instance, balcony 
railings can be framed 
with stainless steel 
rails and strung with 
horizontal guy wires 
instead of filled with 
rows of vertical 
spindles or balusters.

Most of OTR's recent infill buildings that 
include balconies are completely 
incompatible with the character of the 
district.  These balconies tend to be 
designed and constructed like simplified 
versions of the balconies of the Bauhaus 
movement, with no room for activities 
other than standing.  Such balconies are 
not appropriate to the character of OTR.

   

Add language regarding appropriate 
design for balconies consistent with the 
relevant discussion in Chapter 4 of the 
thesis.


