STREETSCABIFACES

by Nancy Metzger

When considering the nature of urban places, it is common to focus almost exclusively on the buildings
lining a street or framing an open spackEhe description of these places typically includes a discussion

of the style size, form and materials of the buildingsot surprisingly, tfs is also the format that many
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rowhouses of different varieties and periods forming a continuous wall broken only by street
intersections. Side by side»ast early nineteenth century manor houses, Federal townhouses, small
frame dwellings, ornate ltaliate bracketed houses, and the late™entury press brick rowhouses

with their often whimsical decorative elements combining Richardsonian Romanesqgeen @ane and

9l adt | 1 A'lTyat dé<2riptioff dbeb fiot include the many open spaces closely associated with
those row houses. This paper considers the quite varied open spaces surrounding buildings to be of
significance, worthy of preservation andreful consideration in the approval process.

The description in the Capitol Hill Historic District designation document provides only a
shapshot of the architectural nature of the Capitol Hill Historic District. However Larry R. Ford in his
book The Spaces Between Buildinargues thascholars, critics, and others pay very little attention to
the more ordinary spacesroundbuildings that are often significant in the way that urban places are
perceived andxperienced. As a resulf that oversighthe buildings they describe are divorced from
the context arand them. These spaces would include those in front of buildings lining up along a
street, meeting to form open squares, ovals, or circles for parks and other civiasised as the
different openings hat allow interaction between frorgand backs of buildings. While Ford
concentrates on the urban design and functioning of such spaces, his observations are equally germane
when considering théuildings andstreetscapes offiistoric districs. Theabovedescription in the
Capitol Hill Historic District nomination confirms Ford's observation about the neglect of spaces as those
surrounding some buildings are simply not mentioned in the document, even the fairly large ones
surounding churches and large houses. (The L'Enfant plan, particularly the large number of broad
; : /"\‘ avenues that cut through the historic distriwhich allow for deep front yardss
=1 the notable exception.)

If one were to graphicallypresent a rowhouse streetscape, the easiest

way it could be done would be to line up blogkapresenting buildings)r
. rectangles (if presentedn papej, one touching the otherallow asignificant

space for a street after a set numbefrblocks, and then start the line of blocks
again. Another line of blocksould be added perpendiculao the first, etc.until
the representation ofin entire neighborhood is formedThevolumeof such
streetscapswould beseen only through the roof shapes and perhaps the end units,
depending orwhetheranotherline is placedo form aclosedangleor a back yard
(open space) The design and details of the front facadeuld contribute most to the expression of the
streetcape. Most likely the housés such a streetscape would beilt at the same time or within an

600 Block East Capit
Street, NE
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area with welldefined building codesThere are many sudtreetscapes, both historicand
contemporary, that fit thispattern.

A more subtle rowhouse itetscape is oné which a majority of the housedsoline up
immediately next to its neighbsibut there arespacesther than streetor other transportatiorgrelated
intersections(such as alleys or drivewgythat also become part of the streetscap&here arespaces
that are encompassed within buildings while others, ranging in width from a foot or less to generous
daARS @& NRa , aehetweantbuildingdThez1dsBn and detail of the front facadesdthe
heights of individual buildingstill provide themost obviousexpression of the streetscape but the lesser
spacegontribute avisualrichness tahe streetscape by allowing greater variety ofoof shapes, side
wall materials, and architectural details to be seenwell as for an exgmsion of garden space and the
opportunity to move between the front and back of a building/hile this more subtle form of
rowhouse neighborhood is not usually a pattern in contemporary developments, it is seen in historic
neighborhoods, particularly thee built over many decades sisch neighborhoodeeflect different
development pressureshuilding traditions and changing regulations.

Considering Capitol Hi Open Spaces
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over200 years obne y S A 3 K 6 2d€d¢laptnénXad consider the types and
significanceof the spacesvithin a streetscap® Rows such as09¢ 131 C Street
SEor the 300 block oft Street Skave all the attributes of the prototypical
rowhouse neighborhoodhentioned above; rows of buildingsabutting each
other, separatedrom other house®nly by a street
or alley. These two examples also hatgdistically
consistent facadeg/hich help to nakeaneven

lOl?Stréet SE strongervisualstreetscapepanorama o g I.f £ €
The 1810s row(left) behind the Madison Building of
the Library of Congress designedn a flatfront early Italianatestyle
while the E Streetiouseg(right) were developedn the porchfront neo-
Federal style that became popular in the early decades of tHecftury.

e

300 Block E Street, SE

It is impossible to consider Capitol Hill streetscapes without acknowledging the role of the
Parking Act of 1870 in creating a band of garden space between the public sidewalk and the property
line, which usually runs along the front facade of a building, excluding such features as bays and
porches. Reflecting the growing interegdtthat timein creating parks and green space in urban areas,
Washington combined that city beautification effort witHimancialneed to reduce the amount of
paving for streets antherebygained linear parks along its residential streets. Today this spafteris
NBE F S NNPpdrkedsaicgli2 & SaaSy 02y Tdza A 2 ythedekmcsgmmorhiisetlilA vy 3¢ 6 K
the 19" century.” As noted in the Capitol Hill Historic District nomination form: “Today, through a series
of ordinances passed in the nineteenth cery, the 160 foot width of the Avenues and the
approximately 90 foot width of the grid streets have been achieved by 'parking’, the open space on
either side of an approximately 50 foot roadway. ... There are more grand 160 foot wide avenues in the
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CapitolHill area than elsewhere in the city, and these avenues lend a stately and monumental dignity to
the Historic District The dual band of green park and building facades weaves throughout the historic
district, expanding and contracting depending on streidth and use.

A notable variation in the typical placement of a building along the propertyidindnen
buildings are set back by 50' from the property line, thus providing for
- even more richness along thersetscape facadé' Most of these houses
were built during or before the Civil War and there has been speculation
about why builders would choose that particular pattern. Added protection
against dust and noise from unpaved city streets is the most corfiymon

# assumed explanation. In some cases the siting appears to be a preference
317-321 East Capitol Street, < to take advantage of a hilltop location (catching breezes and views) or at

least to avoid massive amounts of digging out a site or locating much of the

house below grade while o#lt housesare at grade.

Perhaps the most subtle variation of spaces within a rowhouse streetscape
involvesthose buildings that incorporata space obreak within the building itself
00 SNYSRIKNRdzE K& AafseénAnih@se hdusedSiNtHd00 and500
| B blocks of 7th Street, SE. The passough with the arch a#t15- 417 7th Street is a
st . | particularly dignified example of this fundamentally utilitarian featurhat once

o

415417 7th Street, SE - allowed an owner to carry coal to the back yard and move trash ramgsehold
waste to the front for disposal withowutarrying itthrough the house. The two frame
houses ab20and522 7th Sreet SE share a simpler version. About half of the squaresiC#pitol Hill
Historic District do not have alleyslthough some of those&lo have pedestriaronly paths) so an
architectural feature that would allow for transporting megsaterialsbetween front and backvould
be a desirable featureToday they aretl a welcome feature for moving dirty cargemulch andbags
= Of charcoal instead of coal, for instancihese pasghroughs also help teisually
define the size and shape of individual buildings which enficith the
streetscapeand the individual facdes. Many pedestrians would also count the
view, however fleeting, through thepening into the back gardemas a welcome
addition to the streetscape.Because row houses are no longer built with this
feature, it is an intriguingletail for many passersbto considerand provide a

520522 7th Street, SI
visual declaration of the historic nature tfe neighborhoodand the building
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groups, likely because the houses were built by an owasident or by small

scale investors/speculatoruring this time period ay’ dzZY o SNJ 2 ¥ & RdzLJ SE¢
houses often frame were built with side yards. Instead ofthree m cwide houses

S
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502505 6ih Street, SE onl  pvidedot, for examplethe lotmighthavebeend dzo RA GA RSR Ay (2 (6
wide lots each withahouse tMy Q ¢ A RS I f 2y 3 (G KBwidSy dSNI

side yardgo the right and left of the adjoining housesnmilar to the haisesat 503- 505 Sixth Street SE

(In this case the house on the left has a larger side gardamgtionallythe houses would gain more
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light, air and secondary accessiditionallythe extra width betweerthe two housesand the next house
could also srveto delay the spread of fire

me A variationto this patternof a building anda sidespace would ba situation
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something of a puzzle why a builder would not have extended the house tdditoth

lines as the space is difficult to usither for maintenance or transporting messy

materialsand is not really useful asfiebreak. Sometimes it seems there must have
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614 E Street, SE . .
circunstances.The house at 614 E Street is an example of such «

situation anda previous owner installed an umbrellke coverover the "slit"to mitigate some of the
effects of weather on the siding.

When the space is wider tharQ3he side yard is better suited for all thenctions
it originally provided; staging ground for maintenance work, passage between front
and back yards, increased light and air, and protection agdire spreadng
(although modern fire departmentsnd building materialsbviouslynow offer much
better protection). Even more so than the patisroughwithin two houses, the
wider side yard allows for a better definition of the house form, size and materials.

619 G Street, SE - Additionally, in many caseg,allows for a visuatontinuity between the parkedpace
in thefront and the garderspace in the reaand the opportunity for an increased amount of pervious
surface

{ ARS & I¢NJRn#y ®thie nw$ common size in the historic district
but there are a numbeof houseswith yards ofeven more generous dimensions.
It is clear that the house at12 East Capitol Street NEonnected T w
on theleft with its neighbor, was built with thelarge side garden : ;
on the right sideas an integral part of the house design as it is

712 East Capitol, NE  Sited to one side of the loAnarchitectdesigned porcliacesthe
side garden which also providasontinuation of the fronparked space. This pattern
isalsofoundin the earlierhouseat 804 East Capitol Street Nere similar fencing

between the housend its neighboon the rightvisually merges the side yardstbé 4 East Capitol, Emdme
two housesand provideggenerous light and air to the interior of both

Capitol Hill has relatively few houses that were built as st@onde
houses in forms and styles that are clearly meant for both fsidadego be
viewed, even though they are simpler than the front facadée1795 manor
..... j house, known as the Maplésvo-story center section)

! is a very goo@xample of this type.Hie original setting of the Maplem the

The Maples Development



600 block of South Carolina Avenue, SE, incladéouildings woods,and gardes that encompased
the entire saquarebut owners gradually sold off land as interest in agriculture and family fortunes
declined Recent renovation and new constructiamork at the Maples has maintainedh¢ center lawn
that has been a feature of the landmark fero centuries.

Responseto Proposed AdditionsAnother aspect othe mnsiderationof open spaces

associated with rowhouses of Capitol K A & 1 2 NA O LINB a SN { A 2 gaftidulatyB & LI2 v & ¢
in conjunction with zoning regulations. Tarique response of I8century Washington to the wide
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space in the front of buildings is fully recognized as a charai#éning
feature of the historic district. Limitations are placed on the amtmf
hardscaping allowedn parked spacalthoughin some instances
particularly on commercial streettje parked spackas long been
taken over by increased road and sidewalkthéd" Proposed
i incursions such as driveways and parking pads have been denied and

301 Pennsylvania Ave., SE those denials upheld in rulingy i K S a | & 2 GRrden spat&s\rig @

found even at some locations where a commercial spassociated with wider sidewalkisat negate
the possibility of green spageraps around a corner onto a residential agsseen inthe garden space
at 301 Pennsylvania Avenue, SEhese open garden spaces were maintajrddeast in parthrough
the historicpreservation proces®ven though some commercial uskave been alloweéh conjunction
with the parked space.

Front facades of historiguildings are also generally protected
. from new additions, even if the addition would not be on the peilpiarked

¥ area as such an addition would typically cover most or all of the character
defining facade. Althougthe Historic Preservation Guidelines Additions
make no mention of the buildings with additional setbacks from the public

] 22t'h Street’,\, | space, obviously thisspace cannot be built upon without altering the facade.
Even tall fences erected on the property line obscure the front facddhe. wall
at 222 Eleventh Street NE obscures not only the front facade but also the side porch and generous side
yard.

Unfortunately, the spaces between or within buildingiien do not receive protectiorsimilar to
front "open" spacedecause they haviargelybeen perceived as empty spaces that interrupt the
streetscapepanorama ot ¢ | {THese $paceare threatenedevenmore by currentzoning regulations
At the present time, a house that is connected to another building on only onéssabmsideredy
zoning to be a semidetached house, which is allowgal cover only 40% of the loaither than 6Qbthat
would begrantedautomatically if it were abuilding attached on both sidedvloreoverzoning
regulations count the unoccupied space of a gided (if lessthay Q0 & AF Al WBBNS | f NB
whentotaling lot coverage so ownetsave adoubleincentiveto propose side addition® make use of
the land already included in the lot coveragkn the past, given the additional burden owners would
bearin zoning termsf denied a side addition and forced to make a rear additi@t might notbe
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possible undethe zoningregulations, the HPRB has often found it difficult to deny a side addition
altogether. Thus,someof these spaces have been closed off or filledfin.

In historic preservation terms, the side additions that have been allowed havedgative

impacts:

1.

2.

The historic setting of at least two buildings has bpemmanentlyaltered, often visibly.

Side elevationdn addition to beingobscuredby an addition have been pierced by
openings, sometimes many in number and/or large in ©iten resulting in asignificant

loss of historic fabrigparticularly when combined with a rear addition or alterations of rear
elevations hat allow for larger windows and/or French doors, etc

Dog legs, court yards, and side spac@&xamples of historic sustainable featureallowed
light and air into houses. Loss of these spaliesg renovation®ften means not only a
loss of permeable space (or potential permeable space) but also likely increasesgy
demands adight and airare available only at two increasingly remote endfont and rear.

Thearchitecturalstreetscape has become more cdenensionak, a simple row of facades
rather than one with the richness of volunaad spacesas wellas variety of facades

The story of théhistoricdevelopment of the individual building, street, and historic district is
obscured. The open space waguite often the result of a deliberate choice by tlsvner of

the buildingregarding placement on the signd the uses to becomplished.In most

cases these spaces should not be saedispensable -- open space that should be filléa

to complete thedevelopment pattern of neighborhoodor avoid a hole in the streetscape
"wall" . They arénsteada reflection ofthe times in which the building was constructed
Many of these spaces have been a part of the neighborhoodver 150 years

A Closer Look dtleighborhood Cases

It is helpful to take a look at cases that have resuitethe infill of these spaceand the impact
of these addition®n the buildings and the historic distrias well as at cases where the historic
space has been maintained

Houses with very narrow side yards

Early 19thcentury house (left) with narrow side passageweyv filled
with flat-roof addition held near front of buildingghere it becomes
another element and confusing artifacAddition used for closet space.

| Street, SE00 Block



Frame house originally witvery narrow sidespace beyond bayluring
renovation dfill-in strip wasallowed because of maintenandéficulties but
held backirom bay corner so the original bay configuration was more apparent

538 6th Street SE

Houses originally separated by a narrow passageway that was spanned on the
second floor by a bathroom extension. Ground level remains open.

| 2dzaS38 ¢gAGK 3ARS &MmNRIGAREINPEAYI (ST &

Two very early frame housés. 1810}hat originallywere typical row house
size and orientation, each with side yards. Modified in 1960s to be two units
(ground and second floor) and now is sinfeily residence Recent rear
additionwasdesigned so there igmited visibility from G Street

These two Civil Wagra houses have their side yards together, creating a large
green space between them rather than on the outside of the housds a
more commonrpattern seen above.

723 & 727 10th Street, SE



Neighboring side passageways provide rear yard access for both houses and
because of the larger width, allow forms and details of different style houses to
be more visible

810-812 G Street, SE

Smallone-story addition at reafdate unknown)f early frame houséunctions as
an entry andallows formand sizeof historicbuilding to remain dominant

Side passagewayasfilled with two-story addition &t right) set

F LILINBEAYF GSt & wmyé Tadvkusshow depti dideyback K 2 dza
of new construction at right and impact of construction on facédé). The
inappropriatewindowswere installedduringan earlierrenovation

Renovation with rear addition did not close side passage but provided link between
front public space and rear garden.

515 Bth Street SF



615 E Street, SE

Side addition was allowed in review process but held back approximatelyQ @2 |t 2¢ F2 NY
house to remain visible. Landscaped courtyard is behind fence.

Gazebestyle structure at end of long side passage provides garden view to this
commecial property.

Side yards larger than 10'

Side addition held to one stoig reviewprocessand is behind fence so that visibility
of additionfrom Third Street is minimizeghd historic setting maintained while
allowing for expansion

Newrear additionwasapprovedfor this earlylandmarkhouseat 224 Second Street, Side
yardremainsopenasit was considered aimportant featureof this house Rear addition
limited so that it would not intrude excessively on house andirsgt Garden setting will be
established to maintain feeling.

Watterston House



#l This Civil Waera home appears to be in the center of a large lot, however onlgérden on
% the right is part of the lot. The left garden is actually parked space along G Street. Additions
are in rear and facing G Street.

Side addition fills the end of the driveway (pristing) although car is parked puablic space.
Open drive reduced landscaping and large entry doors all emphasize addition and serve to
diminish the historic house.

311 11th StreetNE
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400 block11th Street, NE

Steep hillside and large trees show the historic nature of the side garden, important to the house as
rear of building is limited toear porch and alley garages
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Houses with Additional Front SeéBacks

Early frame house set back substantially from Seventh Street. Side passage allows a
view to back of lot and an understanding of original topograpéalley can be
appraximatelym n Q ' 62 @3S KSAIKG 2F {SOSYyiK {GNBSG®

Twopre/ AGAE 21 N K2dzaSa 60® mypno &aidl yR

Street SE. House on left, the birthplace of John Philip Sousa, is on the
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property line, was modified in 1887 when the second floor was raised to

full height and a new fagade added.

636-638 G Street, SE

House at the corner of Sixth Street and South Carolina Avenue, SE,
#  uses Sixth Street as entry and the side garden is an open space.
South Carolina Avenue side is landscaped for more private space.
The corner lot and public space extends the amoudrgreen space
surrounding the home.

416 6th Street, SE

Impact of Infill

Because buildings are a part of their individual settings and the streetscape panorama, it is important to
consider the entire setting, including the "opspace" that surrounsithem. Cetainly a historic front

facade of a row house rarely, if ever, allowed to be altered by a front addition even when there is a

deep setback from the property line and that is the only space available for expansiore aaldition

to a semidetached building should receive equally careful scrutiny because such additions, when placed

11



near the front, alter thephysicalperception of one or two buildingss well as the development history

of the house and districtOver thedecades many such space have been lost and the ones that remain
carry greater significanceMany of these spacesre original olhave been part of the Capitol Hill
streetscapdor far more than 150 year3 hey can rightfullype considered to have a significance on their
own just as certain additions or elements (such as iron fences or stairs, cornices or window hoods
installed duringearlier"modernizations") are considered to be significasen though these are
acknowledgedasnot a part of the original building. In light of the proposed easing of zoning
regulations, now is a reasonable time to assess the impact of side additions on historic buildings and
streetscapesnd acknowledge the role and qualities that open spagsrdautes to the historic district

'The documentation for the Capitol Hill Historic District was amended in 2002 to include a boundary expansion and
in 2003 to extend the period of significance from 1795 to 1945.

"See Item # # Description ofNational Register of Historic Places Nominatimrm, Capitol Hill Historic District,
1976. Prepared by Joint District of Columbia National Capital Planning Commission Historic Preservation Office.

Larry R. Fordlhe Spaces Between Buildindshns Hopkins University Press, July 2000.

YCapitol HI Qa FffSea yR FffSealdlLisa INB faz aAayaAFaolyld
nomination have recently been surveyed in the Historic Preservation Office Alley Survey.

"Seepp4pZ G[FYRAOFLAYIZ [ YREDI LI CBAVAABEY | YRE § SR ¢ R5 A

Planning Historic Preservation Office, 2010 updated. AlsoipEl & , 2 dzNBE X aAy S | yR hdz2NEE X
Society Historic District Guidelines, 1996.

Y Ibid, Reqgister of Historic Places NomioatForm, Capitol Hill Historic District.

I tis interesting to note that George Washington's first building regulations allowed buildings to be either at or
behind the property line.

I The importance of this parked space is also acknowledged by DC's Department of Transportation through a
review by its Public Space Committee.

% As of September 2014, the proposed Zoning Rewrite Draft would alldwildings in Rl zones to have 60% lot
coverage. In addition, there would Im® minimumwidth required of the side yard or open court.
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