
DOWNTOWN 
ERIE
DESIGN 
GUIDELINES

ERIE DOWNTOWN PARTNERSHIP  OCTOBER 2022



Historic Review Commission

Guidelines Funded By:

This project was funded in part by a Keystone Historic 
Preservation Planning grant from the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission and grant funding 
from the Erie County Gaming Revenue Authority

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Emily Fetcko 
Erie Downtown Partnership

Kathy Wyrosdick 
City of Erie Planning Director

Chris Kinder 
City of Erie Historic Preservation Planner 
and Historic Review Commission

Melinda Meyer 
Preservation Erie and City of Erie 
Historic Review Commission

Emily Aloiz 
County of Erie Department of Planning 
and Community Development 
Preservation Erie

William Callahan 
Pennsylvania State Historic Preservation Office

David Brennan 
Bostwick Design Partnership 
Preservation Erie 
City of Erie Historic Review Commission

Jeff Kidder 
Kidder Architects LLC 
Historic Erie Preservation Trust

Abbe Watson-Popescu 
Titusville Planning Commission Member

This document has been prepared by 
Perspectus Architecture, exclusively for 
Erie Downtown Partnership. Perspectus 
grants a limited license to Erie Downtown 
Partnership for use by citizens of Erie and 
for work within the limits of the City.

Historic images are courtesy of Hagen 
History Center (formerly Erie County 
Historical Society) collection. Other photos 
in this document are credited to Perspectus 
Architecture unless noted otherwise.

Erie Downtown Partnership recognizes the 
value of the City’s historic, cultural, and 
aesthetic heritage being among one of its 
most valued assets. The care for and use of 
its historic buildings can enhance economic 
development and revitalization, promoting 
the health, prosperity, and general welfare 
of the people of Erie. Contributing to a 
special sense of character unique to Erie, 
these historic properties represent the 
layers of historic development over the 18th, 
19th and 20th centuries, which comprise the 
Erie story.
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PURPOSE

Erie Downtown Partnership commissioned Perspectus to create the 
2022 Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ("the Design Guidelines"). 
These Design Guidelines were written to help property owners 
make good decisions in the maintenance and improvement of their 
historic buildings. Erie Downtown Partnership's goal for the Design 
Guidelines is also to create a useful guide for decisions made in 
support of projects in the downtown that contribute to the overall 
aesthetics and vitality of the area.

The project approach was to study a sample area of the downtown, 
to document the types and styles of architecture and gather a list of 
typical building materials. The "study area" is State Street from 2nd 
Street to 14th Street.

This document addresses stakeholder concerns, gathered at public 
input meetings, and includes a discussion of architectural styles 
represented in the downtown commercial buildings. A section on 
general maintenance is also provided in the current document. 
Further, resources to consult for additional information, and 
available economic incentives for rehabilitation have been included.

The Design Guidelines that follow serve several other purposes. The 
Design Guidelines provide citizens, business owners, and property 
owners with a history of the community and with an illustration of 
the types of buildings that represent Erie’s unique past. The Design 
Guidelines highlight different types and styles of buildings found in 
Erie, and describe the historic values, influences, and features that 
are associated with each.

These Design Guidelines contain helpful information on the proper 
maintenance of historic materials, including metal work, brick and 
stone masonry, windows and doors, and roofing and rainwater 
systems. Lists of resources for more information are included in a 
bibliography and list of web-based sources.

On March 3, 2021, the City of Erie adopted an ordinance, 12-2021, 
to recognize and protect buildings and areas in the City that have 
a special value to the community. The Ordinance establishes a 
Historic Review Commission (HRC) and gives the City the ability 
to designate Historic Landmarks, create Historic Overlay Zoning 
Districts, and review proposed changes to those properties through 
the issue of a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA).

Although not tied to the Ordinance, these Design Guidelines are 
intended to be an illustration of accepted national standards, such 
as the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of 
Historic Properties. The Design Guidelines will provide a better 
understanding of "best practices" of historic preservation. They can 
be used as a resource, in non-legal language, to guide owners of 
historic properties when planning work on their historic properties. 
See Page 7 for more information about the City of Erie's historic 
preservation ordinance and how to designate local historic districts 
and historic structures (individual buildings).

BENEFITS OF DESIGN GUIDELINES

These Design Guidelines have been produced for Erie, tailored to 
this community's needs and historic fabric. It is a working tool to 
help illustrate and summarize best practice that follows national 
standards for historic preservation. These Design Guidelines are 
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not binding and will be updated on an ongoing basis. The goal is to 
simplify and make owning and maintaining historic buildings a less 
daunting task.

Communities which value historic preservation see the benefits of:

• Higher property values which retain value during economic 
fluctuations

• Increased business traffic in historic downtown areas – customers 
enjoy shopping, dining and doing business in areas that are 
meaningful, attractive and well kept

• Sharing their local history with residents and visitors who value 
learning about the past

• Using economic incentives for historic preservation through State 
and Federal Historic Tax Credits; 

• Qualifying for Block Grant Funds; American Rescue Funds; Private 
Foundations; Façade Grants

OVERVIEW OF THE NATIONAL REGISTER 
OF HISTORIC PLACES

The National Register of Historic Places is the nation’s list 
of properties recognized by the National Park Service (U.S. 
Department of the Interior) as being worthy of preservation for 
their local, state, or national significance. They must be significant 
in areas of American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, 
or culture. The program in Pennsylvania is administered by the 
State Historic Preservation Office, referred to as the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC).

In general, properties eligible for the National Register should be at 
least 50 years old, retain their historic integrity, and meet at least 

one of the four National Register criteria. Benefits of listing in the 
National Register include recognition of a property's significance 
which can lead to greater awareness and appreciation for the 
property; eligibility for use of the 20% Historic Rehabilitation 
Federal Tax Credit; and a certain level of protection through reviews 
of federally funded or assisted projects that might have an adverse 
impact on the property. Additionally, many public and private 
funding programs use the National Register listing as a prerequisite 
for funding.

Listing in the National Register is honorary only; it does not 
prevent the owner of the property from maintaining, repairing, 
altering, selling, or even demolishing the property with other than 
federal funds. It does not obligate the owner to make repairs or 
improvement to the property, nor does it automatically make it 
subject to local design review.

For more information about the National Register program, contact 
the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC).

NOMINATING PROPERTIES AND DISTRICTS FOR HISTORIC 
DESIGNATION BY THE CITY OF ERIE

Designation may be initiated by any owner of record for at least 
one property located within the district or by a community-based 
organization representing the district. The process can also be 
initiated by the Historic Review Commission (HRC).

The submission to the HRC begins with a narrative summary 
describing how the property or district meets the criteria for 
listing status described in the ordinance. The HRC will notify the 
owners within the proposed district of the proposed listing, and 
after written consent, will forward the approved application to the 
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City Council. If the HRC finds that the property meets the 
criteria for listing set forth in the ordinance, it recommends 
to Council the nomination of the property or district. 
Council then notifies affected owners, and if Council finds 
that the property meets the criteria for listing, it acts in the 
form of an ordinance, and Council notifies affected city 
departments, boards, and commissions of the decision. To 
discuss nominating historic properties and districts, contact 
the Historic Preservation Planner for the City of Erie.

PURPOSE OF THE ORDINANCE

• Stimulate revitalization of the business districts and 
historic neighborhoods and enhance local historic and 
aesthetic attractions to tourists and thereby promote and 
stimulate business

• Enhance the opportunities for federal or state tax 
benefits

• Provide for the designation, protection, preservation, and 
rehabilitation of historic properties and historic districts 
to participate in federal or state programs to do the same

• Promote the retention of community character through 
preservation of the local heritage

• Use a clear process for reviewing changes to historic 
resources

• Encourage the use of historic resources and facilitate 
their appropriate rehabilitation and adaptive reuse

• Encourage pleasing and harmonious relationship 
between old and new buildings in historic districts

• Implement the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code

15 DAYS

30 DAYS

Public Meeting

City Council, a resident, property or business 
owner may submit a proposal to designate to the 
HRC and HP Planner, fulfilling designation criteria

Application deemed complete

Public Meeting scheduled

HRC report recommendation to  
Planning Commission within 30 days

City Council notifies affected owners and 
amends Zoning Ordinances for City of Erie

Planning Commission makes 
Recommendations

HRC and City Council 
notify Owner(s) 

and request written 
owner comments

HP Planner 
recommendation 

to HRC

Public 
Notification to 
district with 7 

day notice

ERIE DESIGNATION OF AN AREA, PROPERTY, OR SITE AS A 
LANDMARK OR HISTORIC OVERLAY DISTRICT PROCESS

Downtown Erie Design Guidelines  7©2022 Perspectus Architecture



STUDY AREA MAP

Sassafras St

STATE ST

French St

Peach St

S.
 P

ar
k 

R
ow

N
. P

ar
k 

R
ow

W
 6

th
 S

t
E

 6
th

 S
t

W
 7

th
 S

t
E

 7
th

 S
t

W
 8

th
 S

t
E

 8
th

 S
t

W
 9

th
 S

t
E

 9
th

 S
t

W
 1

0
th

 S
t

E
 1

0
th

 S
t

W
 1

1t
h 

St
E

 1
1t

h 
St

W
 1

2t
h 

St
E

 1
2t

h 
St

W
 1

3t
h 

St
E

 1
3t

h 
St

W
 1

4
th

 S
t

E
 1

4
th

 S
t

Holland St

8  Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ©2022 Perspectus Architecture



STATE ST

W
 2

nd
 S

t
E

 2
nd

 S
t

E
 F

ro
nt

 S
t

W
 B

ay
 F

ro
nt

 P
kw

y
E 

B
ay

 F
ro

nt
 P

kw
y

W
 3

rd
 S

t
E

 3
rd

 S
t

W
 4

th
 S

t
E

 4
th

 S
t

W
 5

th
 S

t
E

 5
th

 S
t

Study Area

Proposed Lower State Street 
National Register Historic 
District (Eligible, 2006)

West Park Place National 
Register Historic District
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Historic Places
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1 Herald Press, Erie, Penn. 
Illustrated.  Herald Printing 
and Publishing, Erie, PA. 
1888, 9.

Archeological evidence indicates that the Erie region was 
populated as early as 13,000 B.C. by the Paleo-Indian people.

The City of Erie, Pennsylvania is located on the southern 
shore of Lake Erie in Erie County, approximately 90 
miles southwest of Buffalo, New York and approximately 
100 miles northeast of Cleveland, Ohio. The location 
and development of Erie is tied to the natural bay on 
the lake, formed by the peninsula of Presque Isle. This 
natural advantage of the geography was recognized by 
the earliest inhabitants, and continues to be a vital and 
important asset. 

EARLY HISTORY, PLANNING AND SETTLEMENT

Western Pennsylvania’s pre-history is related closely 
to that of Ohio and the Ohio River Valley. Evidence of 
Pre-historic settlement in Erie, in the form of mounds, 
burials, and evidence of palisades, was noted as early 
as the 19th century. More recent archeological evidence 
indicates that the Erie region was populated as early 
as 13,000 B.C. by the Paleo-Indian people. These were 
the first people to reach the Ohio Valley and western 
Pennsylvania after they had crossed into Alaska on a 
land or ice bridge from northeastern Asia, perhaps as 
long as 20,000 years ago. By 1,000 B.C. these early 
people had disappeared from the region. 

Documentation by Jesuit missionaries identifies a tribe 
of native Americans known as the Eriez or Kah-Kwahs 
that were visited by these French missionaries in 1626. 
In 1650 the Iroquois tribe destroyed the Eriez population 
in battle and had possession of Presque Isle until 1740 
when the French claimed the land.1 In 1753, French 
soldiers built Fort Presque Isle to defend the area 
against the British during the French and Indian Wars.

The French built both Presque Isle Fort and a French 
village of the same name. “Presqu’isle” is French for 
peninsula, literally translated, “almost an island”. It was 
part of a chain of forts that extended along the St. 
Lawrence River and the south shores of Lake Ontario, 
Lake Erie, and the Allegheny River from Quebec to Fort 
Duquesne at modern day Pittsburgh, which connected 
the French land in Canada to their territory on the 
Mississippi River. Fort Presque Isle was abandoned in 
1760. At the end of the French and Indian War in 1763, 
the area became part of British Quebec. It was ceded to 
the United States in 1783 by the Treaty of Paris.
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2 Herald Press, 7.

The Ellicott Plan: Three 
divisions were designed for 
growth, with a central park 
in each division.

Between 1786 and 1795, the US Government commissioned 
Pennsylvania-born surveyor Andrew Ellicott to conduct surveys 
that would establish boundaries with New York and the Northwest 
Territory and provide a plan for a new town at the valuable Presque 
Isle Bay. The area between the New York and Northwest Territory 
borders was known as the Erie Triangle. Four states made claims 
for the Erie Triangle: New York, Pennsylvania, Connecticut and 
Massachusetts. With payment from the State of Pennsylvania and 
the US Government, rights to the land were relinquished by the 
Iroquois Native American tribe in 1789, followed by the Seneca 
Nation in 1791. The land officially became part of Pennsylvania in 
1792, providing the State with a valuable port on the Great Lakes.

Andrew Ellicott’s survey and plan for the Town of Erie was 
completed by 1795, and the same year the first permanent settlers 
of European descent, Seth and Sarah Reed, had arrived.

Andrew Ellicott’s contribution to US history 
is significant. He famously revised and 
completed L’Enfant’s plan for Washington 
DC. He trained explorer Meriwether Lewis 
in surveying, in preparation for the famous 
Lewis and Clark expedition westward. He 
also surveyed and helped establish several 
state borders.

Ellicott’s elegant plan laid out wide streets 
and avenues, with the east/west streets 
running parallel to Presque Isle Bay. It was 
envisioned in three successive divisions, 
expanding westward with the town’s 
growth. The first division centered on State 
Street, with land set aside for a public park 
at 6th Street. Each division was to have a 
similar central park. The second division was 
completed with a park at Liberty Street, but 
not the third.2

After 1795, the earliest settlers were 
of English descent, followed later by 
Portuguese, German, Irish, Russian, 
Swedish, Finnish, Polish, Italian, and 
African Americans, all drawn to Erie by 
fishing, maritime trades, agriculture, and 
manufacturing industries.

PORT CITY, SHIPBUILDING,  
AND TRANSPORTATION 

The original grid for the City of Erie was 
laid out in relation to the natural harbor 
of Presque Isle Bay. The primary street of 
the first planned division was State Street. 
It extends perpendicular from the harbor 
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and was planned as the main business thoroughfare for 
shops, industries, and civic buildings. Along the water 
were docks and wharves, which developed quickly to 
support the shipbuilding and maritime port.

Erie’s strength in shipbuilding and its location was 
critical for the War of 1812. President James Madison 
authorized construction of a naval fleet out of Erie 
to take control of the Great Lakes away from the 
British. Daniel Dobbins of Erie was one of the leading 
shipbuilders and a long-time American lake mariner 
who recommended the bay of Presque Isle as a naval 
base.

Erie played a key role, contributing gunboats and 
brigs, in the Battle of Lake Erie on September 10, 1813, 
in which the United States Navy, led by Oliver Hazard 
Perry, defeated the British Royal Navy. The park at 
the center of the first division along State Street, was 
afterward named Perry Park Square, in commemoration 
of the battle and Erie’s contribution. 

As a port city, Erie grew as its transportation 
connections increased. From the beginning, a short 
portage from the harbor in Erie to LeBoeuf Creek in 
the town of Waterford connected the Great Lakes to 
the Mississippi River basin. The Meadville-Waterford-
Erie Turnpike, constructed between 1806 and 1809, was 
another important avenue of commerce. It connected 
Erie and Waterford with central Pennsylvania and 
turnpikes to the east.

In 1825, the Erie Canal was completed, creating a 
navigable transportation link from Lake Erie to the 
Atlantic Ocean. The Canal Era was an important period 
of growth for Erie and the Great Lakes region, allowing 
produce and goods to reach regional, national, and 
international markets. Erie was the northern terminus of 

the Beaver and Erie Canal completed in 1843, which was 
also known as the Erie Extension Canal. This canal was 
part of a transportation network which would connect 
Lake Erie to both Pittsburgh and the Ohio River, and 
joined up with other canals in Pennsylvania and Ohio. 

Prior to the Civil War, Pennsylvania’s Lake Erie waters 
housed the nation’s largest fleet of steamboats. This 
connected Erie with trade opportunities in cities 
throughout the Great Lakes region, as well as ports in 
Canada. 

The Erie Extension Canal remained in operation until 
1871. By the 1870’s, much of the canal system had been 
supplanted by railroads. The rail lines included the Erie 
& Pittsburgh, the Philadelphia & Erie, the New York, 
Chicago & St. Louis, the New York, Pennsylvania & 
Ohio, and the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern. This 
network connected the important Erie port with coal 
mines in western Pennsylvania, allowing distribution 
of coal throughout the region. The port was also a key 
connection in the railway distribution of iron ore to 

Erie was an important 
port city of Lake Erie with 
multiple connections via 
boat, canal, and rail.
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both local and regional mills. Erie was an important 
transportation stop along the lakefront rail line of 
the New York Central and the Nickel Plate railways. 
It was also connected to Cleveland and Buffalo by 
an interurban streetcar line. Images from the late 
1800s show State Street with a rail line in the middle 
of the street and horses/carriages parked next to the 
sidewalks, as shown to the right. 

Eventually, the railroads declined in favor of automobile 
roadways with growth of the Interstate Highway 
System. Routes 5, 20 and 90 connect Erie with Buffalo, 
and 20 and 90 connect it to Cleveland. Erie is the 
terminus of route 79, connecting Erie with Pittsburgh 
and Charleston, West Virginia. 

In 1959, the St. Lawrence Seaway opened to navigation; 
this deep-draft waterway allowed ocean-going vessels 
to travel from the Atlantic Ocean to the farthest reaches 
of the Great Lakes. The network consists of 15 locks and 
is considered one of the greatest engineering feats of 
the 20th century. 

Shipbuilding continued to be an important industry 
in Erie until after WWII. Erie remains to this day an 
important port and transportation hub.

AGRICULTURE, BUSINESS, FINANCE, 
AND INDUSTRY

As Erie’s transportation network grew, so did its 
commerce. Agricultural crops were distinguished 
by fruit and vegetable production, including grapes, 
cherries, and other fruits. Farmland surrounding Erie 
also produced grain, hay and lumber. The ability to 
transport goods to outside markets helped to fuel 
economic growth in the region. Erie grew into an 

important maritime and commercial fishing center, and 
was at one time home to the largest commercial fishery 
on the Great Lakes.

Erie County was recognized for its role in business 
and finance in America through the establishment 
of the Erie Branch of The United States Bank. The 
United States Bank was one of eight branches of the 
Philadelphia-based bank established in 1791 to serve 
as a repository for federal funds and to act as the 
government’s fiscal agent.3 The Bank was the proposal 
of Alexander Hamilton, and the First Bank was granted 
a twenty-year charter by Congress. The Bank of The 
United States ceased operations in 1811, but a Second 
Bank was revived in 1816 due to problems associated 
with financing the war of 1812. The charter expired in 
1836, but it continued to operate as a commercial bank 
under the laws of Pennsylvania. It closed in 1841. 

Erie’s early importance as a shipbuilding site led to the 
development of lumber mills and oilcloth production. 
Soap and candle making businesses were also 
profitable.4 During this time, Erie was growing past its 
maritime roots and moving to become a diversified 
manufacturing center. 

3 History.com Editors. 
December 15, 2009. “Bank 
of the United States.” A&E 
Television Networks, January 
13, 2021.  Accessed April 23, 
2022. https://www.history.
com/topics/us-government/
bank-of-the-united-states.

4 Clare Swisher (compiled 
and edited), The Erie Story 
Album, 1776-1976. Publisher: 
The Erie Story Magazine, 
1976.

The Erie Branch of the 
United States Bank 
was located in the Old 
Customs House (center 
of the photo to the right), 
listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places.
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The industrial revolution was supported by regional industries 
of coal, iron ore, and oil extraction and refining. The port of Erie 
became a trans-shipment point for iron, iron ore, coal, oil, grain, 
and hay. The port helped build Erie into a manufacturing center 
known for items such as paper products, locomotives, locomotive 
components, trolley engines, and the products of forges and 
foundries, such that in the early twentieth century the City of Erie 
was touted as the “Boiler and Engine Capital of the World.”

Iron was the leading industry, along with manufacturing of: steam 
boilers and engines, saw mill machinery, malleable, brass and gray 
iron castings, stoves, car wheels, burial caskets, carriages, show 
cases, paper folding machines, car heaters, beer, staves, wringers, 
washing machines, pails, cement, rubber, boiler feeders, wood 
work, leather, hollow ware, reed organs, pipe organs, pianos, brick, 
mattresses, wall paper and taper sleeve pulleys. The 1890 city 
directory lists 40 hotels, which symbolized the important role it 
played in regional commerce.

Like many US Cities, industry declined in the later part of the 
20th century, and large manufacturing companies were replaced 
by smaller and more diversified producers of materials such as 
plastics and adhesives, as well as providers of services and financial 
interests. Today the largest business sectors in Erie are medical, 
insurance, and banking.

POPULATION, GOVERNMENT AND CULTURE 

On March 29, 1805, Erie was established as a Borough, and John C. 
Wallace was elected Burgess in the first election on May 5, 1806.5 
The city was divided into two wards in 1840 and incorporated as a 
city on April 14, 1851 with a population of 5,858. Thomas G. Colt was 
the first mayor. 

Leading up to the Civil War, Erie, as a port city with significant 
maritime traffic to and from Canada, was a key station in the 
“underground railroad” conducting escaped slaves to freedom. 

State Street represents a diversified business community 
in the architecture of the historic buildings.
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The city proceeded to grow under strong 
leadership of several mayors, growing to 
9,419 in 1860, 19,646 in 1870, 27,737 in 1880 
and to just over 40,000 in 1890 with the 
city becoming the largest in the county.6

The Federal Government has had a 
presence in Erie since the days of the US 
Bank, followed by the US Customs House, 
then serving as a post office, federal courts 
and offices. Erie is the seat of county 
government, with a handsome courthouse 
located west of Perry Park Square. During 
the industrial era, Erie grew in diversity 
with immigrants from Europe seeking 
opportunities in manufacturing jobs.

By 1888, Erie was the seventh largest city 
in the state, and the 70th largest in the 
United States; its industry was diverse 
and immense, and its social foundations 
were supported by over 30 churches. Erie 
considered itself a city of importance and 
was a large and growing city by the late 
1800’s; the population increased 46.5% 
to 40,634 between 1880-1890. In the first 
part of the twentieth century Erie saw 
continued growth and the establishment 
of what would become Gannon University 
just west of Perry Square Park. It also saw 
the rise of cultural institutions such as the 
Philharmonic, and commercial enterprises 
such as the Boston Store and the Warner 
Theatre. State Street was the center of 
shopping and commerce. 

In the 1960 census, Erie reached its peak population of 
138,440, becoming the 88th largest city in the nation. 
After this time, the decline in industry and suburban 
sprawl, fueled by automobile-oriented development, led 
to an increasingly smaller city population. Today, Erie's 
2020 census recorded the city's population at 96,616, 
making it the 336th largest city.

ARCHITECTURE AND THE BUILT LEGACY

Erie’s history as a nationally important port, and 
regional industrial and cultural center has created a 
legacy of both high style and vernacular architecture. 
Beginning with the first part of the 19th century, extant 
buildings include a variety of styles and construction 
types that represent development and change into the 
21st century. 

Erie boasts a number of buildings listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places. The oldest of these are the 
Old Customs House, and the adjacent Cashier’s House. 

The Old Customs House, a stately Greek Revival 
structure at 409 State Street, was designed by William 
Kelly of Philadelphia and completed in 1839, to house a 
branch of the United States Bank. After the bank went 
out of existence, the building served as the Post Office 
until 1867 and also as the Customs House for the Port 
of Erie from 1849 until 1888.7 Later it held the Strong 
Vincent Post of The Grand Army of the Republic and 
was also the site of the Erie County Historical Society. 
The Cashier’s House was constructed at the same time 
and is a blend of Federal and Greek Revival influences. 
According to the National Register nomination, the 
Cashier's House has a mix of Egyptian Revival and 
Greek Revival interior details. 

HISTORICAL POPULATION 
OF ERIE, 1800-2020

Census Population %±

1800 81 —

1810 394 386.4%

1820 635 61.2%

1830 1,465 130.7%

1840 3,412 132.9%

1850 5,858 71.7%

1860 9,419 60.8%

1870 19,646 108.6%

1880 27,737 41.2%

1890 40,634 46.5%

1900 52,733 29.8%

1910 66,525 26.2%

1920 93,372 40.4%

1930 115,967 24.2%

1940 116,955 0.9%

1950 130,803 11.8%

1960 138,440 5.8%

1970 129,231 −6.7%

1980 119,123 −7.8%

1990 108,718 −8.7%

2000 103,717 −4.6%

2010 101,786 −1.9%

2020 96,616

5 Herald Press, 3.

6 Herald Press, 3.

7 Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 
Committee, National Register of Historic 
Places Nomination Form:  Old Customs 
House. (Harrisburg, PA, July 1971). 3.
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Another listed property is Chandlery Corner at the intersection of 
State and 4th Streets. This complex of buildings, built between 1832-
1951, exhibits transitions from the Federal and Greek Revival styles 
to the Italianate style, popular in the mid-19th century. All of these 
buildings have been modified from their original style to reflect the 
change in architectural fashions as the 19th century progressed. The 
mid-19th century was a time of prosperity for Erie, as evidenced by 
the wealth of fine Italianate style buildings found in the downtown 
area, particularly on State Street and around Perry Square Park. The 
late-19th century continued in this vein with the construction of a 
number of Queen Anne and Romanesque Revival style structures, 
evidence of a growing industrial economy. The transition to the 
20th century is represented by the National Register-Listed Modern 
Tool Company Building (1895-1928) on State between 3rd and 4th 
Streets. Also representing this era are a number of 20th Century 
Commercial style buildings of the early 1910’s that feature details 
related to the more residential Craftsman style. 

Other recognized buildings are the Erie Trust Building (1925), 
Boston Store (1929), and Warner Theatre (1930). These buildings 
represent the Renaissance Revival and Art Deco styles popular 
during this period. They also signify a growing and diverse economy 
and cultural interests. 

As in other American cities, the great depression was an era of 
uncertainty and hardship. The federal government, in an effort to 

stimulate the economy and provide jobs, began the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) in the 1930’s. The Federal Government in this 
era also built a number of new federal courthouses, office buildings, 
and post offices. One of the representative projects in Erie is the 
Federal Courthouse and Post Office (1937) located at the southeast 
quadrant of Perry Square Park. Perry Square Park is also surrounded 
by other government buildings such as the Erie County Courthouse 
and Erie City Hall. 

The middle- to late-20th century saw the introduction of new 
modern style buildings into the downtown, such as Art Moderne 
and Brutalism. As with all newer styles, they are typically not 
appreciated during the 30-year period between falling out of 
fashion and being considered historic. In Erie, like in many cities, 
the Urban Renewal movement of the post-WWII era saw the loss of 
many 19th and early-20th century buildings in favor of low-rise and 
automobile-oriented building design. 

Even with the loss of several significant buildings, Erie retains 
it’s nationally-significant Ellicot land plan. This elegant design is 
retained in the grid and street layout, along with the completed 
public green spaces at Perry Square Park and Gridley Park. It also 
retains very important early-19th century buildings, and a broad 
representation of the 20th century styles of architecture, each 
representing their respective era with its fashions, technology, 
economics and values.

Erie downtown 
has a few 
examples of 
middle to late 
20th century 
modern style 
buildings.
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03
ILLUSTRATIONS OF 
STYLES & TYPES
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STYLES & TYPES IN DOWNTOWN ERIE

“Styles” refer to trends in design that were 
influenced by the popular culture of their time 
period. They reflect fashion, as well as political 
and social influences of the day. “Typology” refers 
to the building form and the traditional methods 
of construction, typically handed down through 
generations. Typology can also refer to the original 
use of the building, such as a commercial building, 
church, school, barn, depot, mill or residence.

The architectural style of a building is defined by 
the floor plan and three- dimensional shape of 
the structure, and expressed through its details 
including windows, doors, chimneys, porches, and 
ornament. Architecture of Erie is characterized by 
the styles listed. Styles of commercial typologies 
are addressed. Dates refer to the era of popularity 
in Erie and in Pennsylvania.

Style Dates

Early 19th Century

Federal 1800-1840

Greek Revival 1835-1860

Mid 19th Century

Italianate 1840-1880

Late 19th Century

Romanesque Revival 1840- 1900

Queen Anne 1880- 1905

Renaissance Revival 1890-1920

Early 20th Century

Early 20th Century Vernacular 1900-1940

Art Deco 1925-1940

Late 20th Century

Art Moderne 1920-1940

Brutalism 1950-1970

image?
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Adamesque style, from the Scottish Adam brothers, is 
called Federal style in the United States. Becoming popular 
in the early decades of the new nation, it was a mix of 
Renaissance and Palladian forms, with delicate details from 
French Rococo to classical Greek and Roman architecture. 
Buildings are generally square or rectangular in plan, 
brick or frame, three stories high and topped with low 
hipped roofs with balustrades. Fan and oval forms were 
incorporated over doors and windows; the columns and 
molding were narrow and delicate. The interior rooms could 
be oval, circular, or octagonal. Ornament was common with 
delicate rosettes, urns, swags, and bas-relief decorating 
mantels, cornices, door and window frames and ceilings.

FEDERAL (1800–1840)

During the second quarter of the 19th century, Greek Revival was 
the dominant style in America, as Americans sought a style that 
represented the ideals of democracy. They wished to distinguish 
the relatively new country from England, and classical architecture 
from Rome and Greece became popular models. The Greek Revival 
style proliferated through carpenter pattern books, such as those 
by Asher Benjamin, Minard Lafever and John Haviland, and became 
so popular that it was known as the National style used in both 
residential and meeting houses, churches, and other commercial 
buildings. The Greek Revival style incorporates bold, simple 
moldings, classical entablature and columns, and classical detailing 
(acanthus leaves, Greek key ornament). Arches were not used in the 
Greek Revival style.

GREEK REVIVAL (1835–1860)

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light earth tones (yellow, tans, grays)

Color combinations were generally simple

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Low hipped roofs

2. Symmetry, often with central doorway

3. Diminished floor and window heights

4. Elegant, narrow columns

5. Delicate decoration

6. Unadorned walls

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light earth tones (yellow, tans, grays)

Color combinations were generally simple

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

7. Gabled or hipped roofs

8. Gable wall facing street

9. Classical entablature

10. Square or round columns

11. Full-width, or nearly full-width, entry 
porches

12. Classical details
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The Italianate style was very popular for commercial 
structures during the mid- to late-19th century. English 
pattern books, illustrating the latest European fashions, 
introduced the Italianate style to America. In America, the 
style was adapted and embellished, making it unique to 
the country. American pattern books by Andrew Jackson 
Downing defined and promoted the Italianate style in 
America. The Italianate style is marked by projecting, 
bracketed cornices, tall and thin windows, and sometimes 
round-arched windows with surrounds or hood molding.

ITALIANATE (1840–1880)

2

3

1

4

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light earth tones (yellow, tans and grays)

Sometimes reds and pinks

Color combinations were generally 
simple.

During the late Victorian period (ca. 
1880), colors grew darker and richer, with 
greens, dark reds, browns, oranges and 
olives. Color combinations became more 
complex.

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Metal or masonry cornices

2. Tall and thin windows

3. Segmental (less than a half circle) 
and/or round arched window heads

4. Projecting, heavy bracketed cornice

5. Window hoods or surrounds

6. Shadows and highlights; maturing 
to textures and colors during the 
Second Empire style.
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The architecture of the Romanesque Era (A.D. 800-1150) in Europe 
presented Victorian builders with simple, sturdy models that could 
be adapted to 19th century needs. The style was most frequently 
used for large-scale public buildings, such as courthouses, city 
halls, train depots, and churches. Few homeowners chose to build 
in the Romanesque Revival mode.

Romanesque Revival buildings usually have compact plans and 
blocky massing. The single most characteristic feature of the style 
is the use of heavy masonry (brick or roughly finished stone) walls 
pierced by massive, multiple coursed round arches. Architects 
placed massive corner towers and lofty hip roofs to give buildings 
the impression of a medieval fortress.

ROMANESQUE REVIVAL (1840–1900)

4

3

5

6

7

SUGGESTED COLORS

Darker and richer colors

Greens, dark reds, browns, oranges and olives

More complex color combinations

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Grouped windows

2. Deeply recessed windows

3. Round-topped openings

4. Arches rest on columns, often columns 
with short proportions

5. Rough-faced masonry walls

6. Many textures of stone

7. Two or more colors
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QUEEN ANNE (1880–1905)

The Queen Anne style originated in England under Richard Norman Shaw, who also 
introduced the style to America during the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition of 1876. 
Pattern books detailing the design encouraged the advancement of this style across 
America. Queen Anne commercial buildings often feature highly decorative masonry 
and metal work. Projecting bays and rounded corner bays were also common, and to a 
lesser degree, turrets and finials. Queen Anne buildings typically have larger one-over-one 
windows, but can also have colored glass in the upper sash, or groups of windows in a 
Palladian motif. Patterned masonry and narrow mortar joints paired with very smooth faced 
(hydraulic pressed) brick were typical. Stonework was typically rock-faced or carved. In later 
examples of the style, classical columns and the aforementioned Palladian windows were 
indicators of the “Free Classic” subclassification of the style. Colors cover a broad range, 
with dark greens, reds and rusts, as well as lighter colors such as gray and white. Examples 
of Queen Anne in Erie represent high-style urban examples with more restrained decorative 
details executed in masonry with pressed metal ornament.

3

4

5

7

SUGGESTED COLORS

Darker and richer colors

Greens, dark reds, browns,  
oranges and olives

More complex color combinations

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Large 1/1 or grouped windows

2. Deeply recessed windows

3. Curved glass windows, especially in curved 
bays and turrets

4. Classical details (in late examples)

5. Smooth brick with narrow joints

6. Textured or rough-faced stonework

7. Two or more colors
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Architect Charles Barry revived the formal, academicized Renaissance 
style with the Travelers’ Club on Pall Mall, London in 1829. For inspiration, 
Barry referenced the Pandolfini Palace in Florence, designed by Raphael. 
In the United States, the style was used in 1845 by John Notman for the 
still-standing Athenaeum of Philadelphia. The style is characterized by a 
simplicity in surface treatments and cornices and rectangular windows. 
Structures typically have three distinct decorative divisions, representing a 
classical column, base, shaft and capital. The lower and upper floors would 
often have more ornamentation and better quality materials, such as stone. 
The middle floors, or the ”shaft” would be simple in design, often of brick.

The Renaissance Revival is characterized by monumentality in scale and 
elaborateness in decoration, as the Renaissance style matured into the 
late-19th and early-20th centuries. Often, the Second Renaissance Revival 
style was incorporated into urban mansions, public complexes, and 
institutional buildings such as libraries and post offices. McKim, Mead and 
White is the architectural firm credited with designing in this style first, 
with the 1883 Villard Houses in New York City; their most famous project is 
the Boston Public Library (1888-1892).

RENAISSANCE REVIVAL (1890–1920)

1 2 3

7

4

8

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light earth tones (yellow, tans and 
grays); Sometimes reds and pinks 

Color combinations were generally 
simple. 

During the Second Renaissance Revival, 
colors grew darker and richer, with 
greens, dark reds, browns, oranges and 
olives. Color combinations became 
more complex. 

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Tall and narrow windows and doors 

2. Multi-light window sash 

3. Pedimented windows and doors 

4. Series of arches 

5. Columns and/or pilasters (engaged 
columns) 

6. Quoins define vertical edges 

7. Cornice with dentils 

8. Smooth stone façade 

9. Three-part façade zones: base, shaft 
and capital.
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During the early 1900s, commercial building design became more 
restrained and simplified. The early-20th Century Commercial 
Vernacular style responded to the industrialization of cities and 
the lifestyles which accompanied this revolution. During this time, 
architects attempted in their designs to create an architecture 
that uniquely facilitated the rapid growth and expansion of the 
period combined with the latest innovations in building materials 
and construction techniques. This period coincided with the Arts 
and Crafts or Craftsman movement of residential design.  It was a 
rejection of excessive machine-made ornamentation in preference 
of simply-detailed craftsmanship.  Buildings tended to be low-
rise (one or two stories), a response to the availability of more 
affordable automobiles and less of a need for high-rise density. 
Features include patterned or “tapestry” brick work and simple 
parapets capped by stone instead of projecting cornices.

EARLY 20TH CENTURY COMMERCIAL VERNACULAR (1900–1940)

SUGGESTED COLORS

One or two colors

Dark greens, reds and rusts, and lighter colors such as tan, gray and white

Panels in a variety of colors such as black, deep red or blue

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. One to five stories

2. Windows may be grouped, and may be large expanses of plate glass 
in simple framing

3. Clear expression of the horizontal and vertical relationships of steel 
construction

4. Parapets often used instead of projecting cornices

5. Blond brick

6. Decorative tapestry brickwork

7. Simple, brick corbels or inset designs decorate the upper façade

8. Very little ornamentation
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The Art Deco style served as a reaction to 
the Art Nouveau and Neo-Classical styles, 
championing geometric design over the 
modern, sinuous motifs of the former, and over 
the classical ornamentation of the later. Art 
Deco was a conscious rejection of historical 
styles and a popular form of ornamentation. 
The first architectural examples of Art Deco 
are austere, reflecting stepped rectilinear forms 
without decoration, and date to 1903 with 
two apartment buildings in Paris, by Auguste 
Perret and Henri Sauvage. It was the 1925 
International Exhibition of Modern Decorative 
and Industrial Arts in Paris that showcased 
the popularity of the style. Art Deco quickly 
became the preferred style for monumental 
architecture, from office and government 
buildings, to movie theaters, and to landmarks 
in engineering such as bridges and dams.

ART DECO (1925–1940) 1

2

5

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light and subdued colors

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Stylized, crenelated parapets

2. Metal casement windows

3. Decorative metals

4. Polychromatic mosaic tiles

5. Low-relief decorations: Geometric, angular 
decoration, such as “zigzags,” “chevron” 
and “lozenge;” Patterned brickwork
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Art Moderne overlapped Art Deco, both styles that strove for modernity and 
an emphasis on the future. The Art Moderne style was characterized by soft 
or rounded corners, flat roofs, smooth wall finish without ornamentation, 
and horizontal bands of windows creating a distinctive streamlined look. 
Curved window glass wrapping corners emphasized the streamlined look, 
with a feeling of speed and modernity. Modern materials of glass brick, 
aluminum, stainless steel and "Vitrolite" structural glass were common. 
After World War II, Both Art Deco and Art Moderne were eclipsed by the 
International style (1920-1978) which had become more accepted and was 
considered a reaction to "stylistic" confusion of the early 20th century styles.

ART MODERNE (1920–1940)

6

5

2

3 4

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light colors, white, gray (use of 
steel, concrete was common)

Bold color accents part of 
design

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Mirrored panels

2. Rounded corners

3. Curved glass

4. Ribbon or band of windows 
with metal frames

5. Flat roofs

6. Curved canopies

7. Smooth wall finish

8. Cement panels with 
streamlined moldings
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BRUTALISM (1950–1970)

Brutalism is a style with an emphasis on materials, 
textures and construction; it is considered 
an outgrowth of the International style. The 
architecture is dominated by the use of béton 
brut (the French term for raw concrete). The term 
was first used by Alison Smithson in 1953 for an 
unexecuted project: a house in Colville Place, Soho, 
where the aesthetic of bare concrete, brick and 
wood was described “as the first exponent of the 
‘new brutalism’ in England.” Le Corbusier’s work 
from the late 1940s with the Unité d’Habitation in 
Marseilles was some of the first Brutalist designs. 
Architectural historian Reyner Banham’s 1955 
review of Alison and Peter Smithson’s school at 
Hunstanton in Norfolk established the movement. 
Structures may exhibit an exterior of slits and slabs, 
giving to bold designs and monumental features.

1

4 5

6

2

SUGGESTED COLORS

Light colors, white, grey

IDENTIFYING FEATURES

1. Exposure of building materials and 
structural support

2. Exposed concrete (or brick, stucco or 
wood), often with textures from pick-
hammered and or boardmarked concrete.

3. Scale and mass dominate; bulky and 
angular design

4. Fewer visible glass surfaces

5. Juxtaposition of vertical and horizontal

6. Unornamented facades
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PRESERVATION PHILOSOPHY

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Rehabilitation summarize preservation 
philosophy in the United States. The 
standards include ten common-sense 
concepts that stress retention of original 
or historic building materials to the 
greatest extent possible. When elements 
must be replaced, the standards dictate 
to reference documented evidence only 
and to avoid creating a false historic 
appearance. Replacement materials should 
be compatible with the originals in size, 
color, and texture. Substitute materials 
such as vinyl for wood should be avoided. 
New additions and new construction may 
be distinguishable from the historic while 
being compatible with the existing structure 
or surrounding structures. Additions and 
new construction should be reversible, so 
if removed, it will not impair the historic 
structure’s form or integrity.

Refer to the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation located in 
Appendix B.

DESIGN PHILOSOPHY

BUILDING TYPOLOGY

Successful design within an existing historic 
context includes both an understanding 
of the typology of the existing structures, 
as well as the meaning of their style in a 
place in time. Building type or typology 
is the form a building takes (related to its 
materials, function, and visual organization.) 
It also can describe a regional or vernacular 
method of building. It is important to be 
able to describe, critique, and prioritize 
components of typology and style in 
architecture.

FABRIC AND OBJECT BUILDINGS

Within the context of Downtown Erie, there 
are two principal building categories: Fabric 
Buildings and Object Buildings.

Fabric Buildings make up the sense of place 
and they define general character or fabric 
and set a scale for the site.

This is communicated visually through 
the materials which enclose the interior of 

a building – the structural materials, the 
cladding, insulation, finishes, and decorative 
details.  Fabric buildings typically have a 
commercial or residential use. They are the 
majority of the buildings and are usually 
built during the same time period. In Erie, 
fabric buildings are principally a commercial 
block type with a basic three-part form: 
a glass storefront base, upper floors with 
“punched” window openings, and some 
form of cornice. The majority have a low 
slope ("flat") roof. Object Buildings are 
buildings of cultural or civic importance and 
have a symbolic presence to Erie, such as 
the Customs House.

Object Buildings can include churches, 
post offices, theaters, libraries, town halls, 
courthouses, and other civic or cultural 
institutions. These buildings have a variety 
of forms and methods of visual organization 
and do not necessarily blend in with the 
town’s fabric buildings.

Historic Simplified Community 
Streetscape

“Built to Line” or 
Building Setback

If the building on the right represents the 
predominant solid-void pattern of the windows, the 

one on the left is not appropriate for the district.
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ELEMENTAL PRIORITIZATION

When considering the application of design 
principles to new work in an existing context, 
the priority of the design principles ranges 
from the general to the specific. A well-
designed building placed poorly on the site 
undermines the overall design. A poorly 
proportioned building with elaborate details 
will fail to fit within an existing context because 
the observer sees the form first and the details 
second. Conversely, a building placed and 
proportioned appropriately with simplified or 
contemporary details will work well within an 
existing context.

Therefore, the priority of the design elements 
should be as follows:

BUILDING PLACEMENT

Within an existing context of historic buildings, there is a 
customary or prescribed building placement. It is important 
to respect the common setback and placement of buildings in 
order to maintain the continuity of the streetscape. This should 
be regarded as a “build to line," as well as a "building setback."

Consideration should also be given to the vistas both along 
the streetscape or roadway for structures set near the road, 
and from the road for structures set back away from the road. 
Carefully consider new construction adjacent to the existing 
structures: will the new construction interfere with the views?

1

BUILDING PLACEMENT

FORM

SOLID/VOID PATTERN

FACADE ORGANIZATION

MATERIALS / COLOR / TEXTURE

DETAILS6

5

4

3

2

1

Appropriate Inappropriate

SETBACK
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FORM

Whenever possible, the existing historic context of the 
building form should be respected, including the volume 
of the form in relation to its site. Building proportion (i.e. 
tall and narrow, short and wide, etc.), roof configuration 
(i.e. steep slope roof, low-slope roof, etc.) and lot coverage 
should be compatible with the dominant form on the street. 
Orientation of the form to the street also should be the same 
as the context. For example, if all of the buildings on a given 
street are gable-fronted facing the street, new infill buildings 
should have a similar form and orientation.

SOLID / VOID PATTERN

The ratio and pattern of wall-to-window openings is 
common within a given building type and age. Respecting 
this pattern helps to unify the streetscape.

FACADE ORGANIZATION

Horizontal versus vertical facade organization of architectural 
elements is usually similar within a given context. Some 
buildings have prominent horizontal elements such as belt 
courses, continuous sills or lintels, or projecting cornices 
or entablatures. Other buildings exhibit an emphasis upon 
vertical elements such as continuous pilasters that separate 
the facade into bays. When a dominant pattern of either 
horizontal or vertical organization exists in the historic context, 
this pattern should be imitated by any new construction.

2

3

4

InappropriateAppropriate

MASSING

Vertical Horizontal

Inappropriate 
solid/void relationship 
to existing structures
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MATERIALS/COLOR/TEXTURE

Selecting materials that are compatible in color and texture 
with adjacent structures helps to create a unified design 
within the district.

DETAILS

Imitating details of historic structures exactly  
when creating new structures is generally not necessary 
or desirable. Respecting the general placement, form, 
visual organization, colors, and materials within a given 
context is sufficient to create a new building that is 
compatible. It is not necessary to create a replica of a 
historic building by copying exact details. Simplified 
details of similar proportions to those found within the 
district are sufficient.

5 6

Inappropriate Materials

Historic 
Column

Simplified 
Column

Left: Wayne Agency Building 
(Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio) before 
(top) and after (bottom).
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An example of unsuccessful solid/
void patterning in newer construction.

This photo shows the elements of 
continuity in brick bands of color 
and matching elevation of this urban 
infill’s front façade (left). The addition 
houses a stair, therefore the windows 
align with the stair landings.

36  Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ©2022 Perspectus Architecture



05
GUIDELINES 
FOR CHANGES 
TO HISTORIC 
DOWNTOWN ERIE
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The guidelines in this chapter include:

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

1   BUILDING PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

Streetscape 
Landscaping 
Parking 
Sustainability

3   SOLID/VOID PATTERN

Storefronts 
Doors & Entries 
Upper Floors 
Windows

4   FACADE ORGANIZATION

Cornices, Friezes and Parapets

5   MATERIALS

Foundations 
Exterior Walls

6   DETAILS

Ornamentation 
Paint Color 
Exterior Lighting 
Signage

A “historic” building can still grow, change and 
adapt while maintaining its unique character. 
In preservation terms, this is known as 

"rehabilitation." This section focus on the exterior, 
public facing elements, but can be applied to 
interior historic fabric as well.

“Rehabilitation” is defined as maintaining 
or returning a historic building to a state 
of usefulness while preserving the design 
elements that give the building its essential 
character. Rehabilitated buildings are modern, 
functional, safe, and efficient, while retaining the 
ornamentation and stylistic elements that make 
them special.

When planning a rehabilitation project, and 
before proposing changes to the building, 
take a moment to understand the "Elemental 
Prioritization" (Chapter 4): the historic building’s 
placement, form, solid/void relationships, 
facade organization, materials, and details. The 
following chapter organizes façade elements in 
this sequence, and addresses design, function 
and maintenance for each. The "General 
Recommendations" section identifies treatment 
options for specific scenarios, such as missing 
elements, deteriorated elements, non-original 
elements, salvage of materials, and guidelines for 
treatment in terms of design and maintenance.
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GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

CARING FOR ERIE’S HISTORIC STRUCTURES

• Avoid adding elements to a building that 
were not originally present.

• Inspect and maintain building elements 
on a regular basis. See section on General 
Maintenance & Repairs.

• Repair before replacing elements or 
materials. Replacement is an option 
only after other possibilities have been 
considered.

MISSING ELEMENTS

• Replace or reconstruct the missing 
element using materials that are 
compatible with the original as closely as 
possible.

• If no evidence can be found to document 
the element’s original appearance, the 
replacement should be consistent with the 
building’s size, scale, and materials. The 
replacement should be simplified to avoid 
creating a detail that may not have been 
part of the original design.

• Examining other buildings of the same 
architectural style can help determine 
what may be appropriate.

DETERIORATED ELEMENTS

• Repair deteriorated elements as soon as 
possible to prevent further damage or loss 
of material.

• If a historic element is deteriorated 
beyond repair and removal has been 
approved, document with photographs 
and measurements before removal. Then 
reproduce the element, approximating the 
original design and materials.

NON-ORIGINAL ELEMENT

• If an element has been previously 
replaced, consider retaining the existing 
element if it is unique, aesthetically 
complements the building, or is a good 
example of what was in style in its own 
time (i.e., a well-designed and constructed 
1880s façade on an 1840s building).

• If the element is considered inappropriate 
for the building, replace the element with 
one that is appropriate.

• Avoid giving a false impression of 
historic character by use of ornament 
not appropriate to the time period and 
stylistic influences.
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PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

While the primary emphasis of these Design Guidelines is the rehabilitation and 
new construction of buildings in Erie, there are other elements of the environment 
which contribute to its historic character and also deserve attention. Elements that 
can complement or detract from building placement include the various parts of the 
streetscape, including sidewalks, trees and shrubs, parking areas, and green spaces. 
Additional elements to consider as affecting the building context are fences and 
screening, parking, and solar panels. These elements add significantly to the total picture 
of Erie’s study area.

The site is a significant factor in the interpretation of a place because it is experienced 
at the level of the observer. For example, looking at a building from across the street 
provides a view of the entire facade at a scale to which one can relate. When walking 
past a building, the scale of the facade dramatically changes. Multi-story buildings tower 
above, and only the storefront and the features of the site are observed at eye level.

Responsibility for these features is both public and private, the domain of both the 
community at large and the building owner. Issues that come into play are maintenance, 
parking area screening, vacant lots, trees and shrubs, and handicapped accessibility to 
buildings, among others.

Trees in the right of way are approved by the City Engineer. See Ordinance 23-1989 
Subdivision and Land Development ordinance.

SALVAGE MATERIAL

• Avoid adding elements to a building from other structures. This 
generally creates a false history and would be inappropriate.

• Respect each building for its own design and style. If salvage 
material is used for repairs, such as old brick that matches the 
correct size and color, it is appropriate to mark the salvage items 
on the back so that they can be identified later.

SUBSTITUTE MATERIALS

• The National Park Service devotes an entire Preservation Brief to 
“The Use of Substitute Materials on Historic Building Exteriors.” This 
brief stresses that substitute materials should match the historic 
materials as closely as possible and should not cause damage.

• Substitute materials may be considered if the historic materials 
and/or skilled craftsmen are unavailable, there are inherent flaws in 
the historic materials, and/or there are code-related changes.
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PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

STREETSCAPE

The streetscape interacts directly with the 
pedestrian. A combination of elements 
defines the streetscape and provides a 
setting for the building. On State Street, 
there is an expansive street space in the 
middle and sidewalks at the street’s outer 
edge. Most of State Street features brick 
inlay between sidewalk and tree zone. 
City Engineer approval is required for 
obstruction/encroachment on the right of 
way.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Incorporate street trees and flowers into 
the wide sidewalks of the commercial 
district.

• Place containers at storefronts to feature 
additional plantings.

• Provide benches and waste cans 
to accommodate shoppers and 
businesspeople.

• Locate streetlights near businesses for 
illumination and safety.

• Place light fixtures on the facade to 
provide additional light and illuminate 
business signs.

• Keep street trees, planters and benches 
in good condition so that they can 
contribute to a pleasant atmosphere.

• Keep existing sidewalks and alleyways in 
good repair for the benefit and safety of 
visitors, employees and customers.

• Make every effort to retain these features, 
as they add character to the building 
and the streetscape. If handicapped 
accessibility is needed, consider where 
a ramp may be added. Use compatible 
materials when constructing ramps, and 
keep the design simple.

• Certain buildings are set back from the 
street. Be careful to retain and maintain 
green space or architectural features 
that exist in these settings, such as 
retaining walls, low-rise fencing, and other 
elements.

• Use environmentally-friendly snow and 
ice removal options for sidewalks, such as 
sand, low chloride de-icing salt, or heated 
sidewalks (requires permit).

• Retain historic pavement and remaining 
embedded pavement markers (ex. 
Winter Piano Co., shown next page) or 
cobblestones (Dobbins Lane).

• If exterior excavation is required on 
the property, notify the City’s Historic 
Preservation Planner to help determine if 
any sub-grade structure or archaeology 
may be present.
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The 2010 Erie Downtown Streetscape 
Master Plan (cover shown left) 
provides details and a road map for 
streetscape development in Erie. It 
includes guidance on streetscape, 
trees and landscaping, parking and 
roadways and more.

Above Left: Map shows two locations 
of historic pavement stones and bricks, 
and embedded pavement markers. 
(A) The Winter Piano Company 
sign, shown left, is embedded in the 
sidewalk in front of 1017 State Street. 
(B) Dobbins Lane has a historical 
marker to the north of the building at 
100 State Street. Historic pavement 
should be retained whenever possible.
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PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

LANDSCAPING

Downtown Erie is a planned design dating from the 18th century. 
Planned parks were intended to be the focal location for 
landscaping and green space. Typically for an urban center, the 
built environment developed with buildings at the lot line, leaving 
minimal space for landscaping. The primary landscape feature is 
street trees, while smaller plantings such as bushes and shrubs, 
lawn areas, and planting or flowerbeds are less common. The 
responsibility for street trees typically falls to the City and should 
be carefully planned in placement and scale to avoid obscuring 
business signage while adding shade and cooling in the downtown. 
Smaller seasonal plantings in removable pots can add a pleasant 
character to the downtown environment. They should be kept to a 
scale that does not interfere with pedestrian traffic or views to the 
business show windows. Side streets, where more buildings are set 
back from the street, can successfully incorporate neat well-kept 
shrubs and lawn areas.

In addition to using the Erie Downtown Streetscape Master 
Plan for landscape guidance, the National Park Service has 
created the Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes 
which addresses preservation, rehabilitation, restoration and 
reconstruction of landscapes while meeting the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties. These 
guidelines support retaining the landscape form, features and 
details as they have evolved over time. They acknowledge that 
rehabilitation may need to alter or add to the landscape to meet 
new uses while retaining the historic character. Restoration would 
include re-creating a landscape with new materials, primarily for 
interpretive purposes.

Contact City of Erie for applicable guidance on landscaping.

Perry Square falls within the Study Area and is an historic landscape element within the City 
of Erie. While the square itself has gone through many changes, it retains historic elements 
such as a drinking fountain that are part of the historic fabric of the City of Erie. Additional 
monuments, memorials and landscape elements such as a fountain also are iconic elements 
that should not be overlooked. These elements should be cared for by the City and Downtown 
Erie Partnership with the same regard as the historic buildings in the study area.
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Landscaping features 
can range from the 
sidewalks to sculpture.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Select appropriate species that will grow well in an urban 
setting and that will not cause problems with dropped 
branches and seeds, or with root systems that might affect 
sewer and water lines. Select native, non-invasive species. 
Qualified arborists or tree companies can provide advice.

• Keep landscaping materials at least a foot away from 
buildings, to prevent accumulation of moisture that may 
not dry out. Keep leaves and plant debris, as well as soil, 
from building up around foundations.
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PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

PARKING

The City of Erie and the Erie Parking Authority maintain on-street, 
metered parking throughout the study area. The placement of 
private parking lots and garages should be considered carefully as 
they are not part of the historic landscape of the City of Erie. The 
Erie Metropolitan Transit Authority (EMTA) also operates in the 
study area with bus and trolley pull-off areas.

Considerations for parking are especially important in pedestrian-
oriented settings, such as the Erie study area, because the 
circulation pattern must accommodate automobiles with minimal 
infringement upon people. Parking spaces along streets have been 
the primary location for parking, while parking lots in commercial 
districts are a relatively new development.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Providing on-street parking is encouraged because this minimizes 
the need for parking lots.

• Parking lots should be in scale with the site, located behind 
buildings, and screened by utilizing structures and landscaping to 
minimize their visibility from streets.

Contact City of Erie for applicable guidance on parking.
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PLACEMENT: SITE CONTEXT

SUSTAINABILITY

The most sustainable building may be one that already exists. 
Thus, good preservation practice is often synonymous with 
sustainability. There are numerous treatments—traditional 
as well as new technological innovations—that may be used 
to upgrade a historic building to help it operate even more 
efficiently. Increasingly stricter energy standards and code 
requirements may dictate that at least some of these treatments 
be implemented as part of a rehabilitation project of any size or 
type of building. Whether a historic building is rehabilitated for 
a new or a continuing use, it is important to utilize the building’s 
inherently-sustainable qualities as they were intended.

Passive solar energy has been understood for centuries. Building 
site orientation, porches, eave overhangs, window size and 
orientation, and thermal masses are all examples of historic 
building details that early builders and architects have used to 
capture, shield, or store the sun’s light and energy. A solar energy 
program in a historic district should first start with understanding 
the historic building’s natural and passive design for daylighting, 
heating and cooling. Often, the original details have been 
altered, and should be considered for restoration before adding 
photovoltaic (PV) or active systems. 

Improved performance as well as appearance is a trend in the 
development of active solar energy technology. The availability 
of tax incentives and a focus on sustainability have also 
increased interest and demand for alternative energy. 

When incorporating these technologies into historic districts, it  
is important to be sensitive to the impact of their appearance 
and mitigate potential damage to historic materials due to 
installation details. 

Above: This historic manufacturing 
building uses daylighting through 
the use of clerestory windows 
along the edge of the roof.

Left: The Secretary of the Interior's 
Standards for Rehabilitation 
& Illustrated Guidelines on 
Sustainability for Rehabilitating 
Historic Buildings (2013). This 
Technical Preservation Services 
document reviews sustainability 
covering the following topics: 
Planning, Maintenance, Windows, 
Weatherization, Insulation, 
HVAC, Solar Technology, Wind 
Power, Roofs, Site Features, and 
Daylighting.

Reference NPS Sustainability 
Guidelines: https://www.nps.gov/
tps/standards/rehabilitation/
guidelines/index.htm

1

The SecreTary  
of The InTerIor’S  
STandardS for  
rehabIlITaTIon &

IlluSTraTed  
GuIdelIneS on  
SuStainability 
for  
rehabIlITaTInG  
hISTorIc  
buIldInGS

U.S. Department of the Interior
National Park Service
Technical Preservation Services

46  Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ©2022 Perspectus Architecture



Active solar technology can be separated into three basic 
categories. Most people are familiar with Building Applied 
Photovoltaic (BAPV) panels, large rigid panels of photovoltaic (PV) 
cells, typically mounted on metal racks at an angle on roofs and 
oriented to the path of the sun. Newer systems, available and in 
development, include Building Integrated PV (BIPV), and Membrane 
Integrated PV (MIPV). Building Integrated systems are thin flat 
panels, that can be integrated into the building wall or roof systems. 
They are designed and intended to be parallel or integrated to the 
building surface, rather than on racks mounted on the building. The 
most common type is BIPV glass panels that are used for curtain 
walls and canopies in new construction.

Another BIPV product is glass PV roof tiles. These tiles can be 
installed on a whole roof or integrated into a traditional tile or 
slate roof. BIPV roof tiles should only be used on buildings that 
historically would have had tile or slate roofs. Membrane Integrated 
PV systems are thin flexible sheets, that are adhered to the wall or 
roof. Depending on the application, these newer types of systems 
may be more appropriate for historic structures than conventional 
applied panels. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Building Applied PV solar systems should be shielded 
from the public view. 

• On sloped roof buildings, BAPV are only permitted on 
rear-facing slopes. 

• On flat roof buildings with a parapet, BAPV should be 
located and mounted so that they are not visible from 
the public view.

• Active solar systems must be installed so that they do 
not cause damage to the historic building materials and 
can be removed in future without damage. 

• Building Integrated PV and Membrane Integrated PV 
systems can be considered on public facing areas of 
the building, if the details are well integrated into the 
historic appearance and the installation does not cause 
damage to the historic materials.

Flat roof parapet installation at Joliet 
Junior College. Photo: IMEG Corp.
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SOLID / VOID

STOREFRONTS

Storefronts and their windows, which have the main 
purpose of displaying items for sale, are a very 
important part of a commercial structure, and shape the 
pedestrian’s perspective of the district. Several significant 
original storefronts remain in downtown Erie, having 
changed little over the years. Many others have been 
removed altogether and replaced with new materials. 
Still others may yet be discovered intact behind modern 
coverings which currently hide them from view.

The typical 19th century storefront consists of single or 
double doors flanked by display windows and structural 
supports of wood or cast iron. The entrance is usually 
recessed, both to protect the customer from the weather 
and to provide a larger display area for merchandise. 
The storefront is typically designed in a three-part 
composition: a fairly low bulkhead of wood or metal 
panels at the base, large glass display windows, and 
transom windows at the top providing additional natural 
light to the interior. Transom windows were often topped 
by a cornice and themselves often had small panes of 
prism glass that gathered light and projected it toward 
the rear of the stores. Canvas awnings were often used to 
help control light and temperature in the store.

In the 1920s and 1930s, a variety of new materials were 
introduced to storefront design, including glass block, 
neon signs, architectural glass panels, and aluminum 
framing for display windows. The increasing use of steel frames 
in buildings of this period permitted storefronts to become 
light and airy. Doorways were often deeply recessed to provide 
greater display window area. Detailing was kept to a minimum 
as storefront design was simplified and streamlined.

COMPONENTS OF A TYPICAL LATE-19TH CENTURY COMMERCIAL FAÇADE

Bulkhead/
Storefront Panel

Display 
Window

Pier

Transom 
Window

Frieze

Cornice
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Surviving historic storefront elements-bulkheads, 
wood or metal trim or window hardware, transom 
windows-should be retained. Such elements 
are part of the study area and contribute to its 
character and high visual quality.

• Designs for new storefronts or renovations to 
existing ones should be respectful of the size 
and proportions of elements typical of the area’s 
older storefronts. They should, for example, have 
bulkheads, display windows, and transoms. The 
storefront must fit within the original storefront 
opening that is defined by end piers or columns 
and horizontal members. Piers and columns 
should remain exposed.

• Refrain from making the storefront look like a 
residence or office through the use of small or 
multi-paned windows. If necessary, screen large 
display windows with interior horizontal blinds or 
roller shades if privacy is desired for an office use.

• Traditional materials should be used when 
storefronts are rehabilitated or reconstructed in 
older buildings. Bulkheads should be paneled 
wood for 19th and early-20th century buildings, 
though ceramic tile was sometimes used, 
especially in the 1920s. Brick and stucco were not 
typically seen in the bulkhead area.

• Display windows usually were supported by 
fairly light wood or metal framing systems, 
leaving a maximum glass area. Heavy wood 
framing or masonry materials were not typically 
used in the display. Transom windows were 
commonly framed in wood or metal. The glass 
was usually clear, to transmit maximum natural 
light into the store.

• Use a traditional flat, sloping awning. Awnings 
should have a matte rather than a glossy 
surface. Avoid rounded or “bullnose” awnings, 
except at roundheaded window openings where 
the rounded awning shape is appropriate.

• Awning color is important. Manufacturers can 
provide durable, long-lasting fabric for awnings 
in a wide range of colors. Awning colors can be 
compatible with historically appropriate colors 
used on the building, avoiding ornate patterns 
or multiple colors.

• The best awning material for the downtown 
and residential areas is canvas that has been 
weather-treated for long life. Acrylic awnings 
may be appropriate on some industrial or 
warehouse structures. Aluminum should be 
avoided altogether as an awning material.

COMPONENTS OF A COLUMN

Capital

Shaft

Base
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SOLID / VOID

DOORS & ENTRIES

Doors and the entries have a major effect upon a building’s 
character. The main entrance is usually a focal point of the building 
and, as a result, can have a level of detailing not found elsewhere 
on the exterior.  Many historic doors have been decorated and 
embellished with moldings and other decorative panels and motifs 
found throughout the structure. In maintaining the general style 
and importance of a historic structure, it is essential to preserve the 
value and significance of a historic entrance door.

Commercial buildings typically have one or more storefront doors 
and one or more secondary doors providing access to the rear 
of the building or its upper floors. Historically, these doors were 
tall and stately in proportion and built of wood with a large glass 
panel. Storefront doors serve an important commercial purpose in 
drawing the customer into the store. Secondary doors were more 
understated, and often were solid paneled doors or doors with glass 
in the upper half.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Historic entrance doors should be preserved and maintained 
whenever possible. They should be kept in operable condition, 
allowing for smooth opening and closing. Doors performing 
poorly should be rehung before shaving or undercutting. Their 
hardware and thresholds should be tightened and maintained.

• Historic doors that do not match the period of the structure 
should still be preserved as existing historic doors are more 
valuable and accurate than a new door designed to match the 
building.
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• Only deteriorated or missing portions of a historic entrance 
door should be replaced. These replaced elements should 
be reproduced to match the original material and style. If 
replacement of the entire door is necessary, the original 
frame should be preserved, maintaining the dimensions 
and location of the door. Historic hardware and glazing 
should be salvaged and preserved. It is preferred that the 
replacement door be a replica of the historic door. If this 
is not possible the new door should match the style of the 
historic structure.

• A new entrance door to a historic building should be 
contemporary in design but compatible in size, scale, 
material and color with the style of the building. Restoration 
of a missing historic door is appropriate only with historical, 
pictorial or physical documentation. Because doors are such 
a prominent feature in a building, it is essential that the door, 
restored or reconstructed, hold the style of the structure 
without altering its character. For example, a residential type 
door should not be placed on a commercial building.

• Watch the lower parts of doors for signs of deterioration. 
The portion in contact with the door sill tends to absorb 
a lot of standing water, so it is important to keep doors 
well painted; or, if your door is one that historically would 
have been stained and varnished, be sure it has a good 
waterproof finish.

• Be sure that door thresholds and steps drain water away 
from doors as much as possible. In the winter, clear 
accumulated ice and snow to minimize moisture penetration 
when warm weather returns.

• Repair water-damaged elements as soon as possible. 
The lower rails of doors can be replaced; it is not always 
necessary to replace the entire door. A storm door - 
preferably a very simple one with full glazing that keeps the 
door fully visible - is a good way to cut down the rate of 
weathering and deterioration.
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SOLID / VOID

UPPER FLOORS

Architectural treatment of the upper floors can be quite decorative 
or rather plain, depending upon the period and style of the building. 
Upper stories in downtown Erie are generally faced with brick and 
stone. Buildings dating around 1860 were simple and understated 
by comparison to those built closer to the close of the 19th century. 
A number of Erie buildings, the majority two to four stories in 
height, have decorative facades from the 1870s-1890s with heavy 
hoodmolds around windows, intricate brickwork, and/or carved 
stone trim.

After the turn of the century, exterior ornamentation was again 
restrained, and upper floors returned to simpler designs. As the 
20th century progressed, the trend toward simplicity frequently 
resulted in large areas of windows in relation to wall surfaces (717 
State Street is an example). See the separate “Windows” section in 
this document for further discussion.

Some upper facades in downtown Erie are completely covered with 
modern metal panels or wood. While this detracts from the historic 
character of the area, it also causes damage to the building from 
anchoring techniques and moisture that is trapped beneath the 
modern cover.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Decorative features such as hoodmolds, patterned brick, or stone 
detail elements should be preserved and maintained. Consider a 
regular program of survey to be sure that joints are tight.

• Projecting elements, such as balconies or bay windows, should 
be repaired and retained. Periodic survey and care will prevent 
deterioration and allow these features to remain.

• Preservation of original windows or appropriate window 
replacement is very important to the character and appearance 
of the upper facade of a building. See the separate “Windows” 
section in this document for further discussion.

• If decorative upper story elements have been removed in the 
past, it may be possible to restore them based on photographs or 
physical cues (such as a paint “shadow” showing the profile of a 
bracket).
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SOLID / VOID

WINDOWS

Windows are one of the most important 
design elements of a building. Because they 
tend to be numerous and to take up a large 
portion of the exterior wall surface, windows 
have a strong influence on a building’s 
character and quality of integrity.

The size, spacing, and proportions of the 
windows are determined by the overall 
composition of the building and its 
storefront. Buildings from the 19th and 
early-20th centuries traditionally have 
upper story windows made of wood which 
are double-hung and contain clear glass.

The number of window panes relates to the 
style of the building. Original window sash 
in downtown Erie are generally 2 panes over 
2 panes (2/2) or 1 pane over 1 pane (1/1).

The most economical and historically 
appropriate method for revitalizing 
wood and steel windows is to repair the 
original ones. New windows are generally 
heavier, with bulkier sash and muntins, 
and do not retain the appearance of the 
original windows. The older glass also has 
characteristic imperfections that new glass 
will not have.

When windows have been altered (in-filled, 
downsized, or replaced with contemporary 
windows); original window openings 
should be maintained at their original size. 
Occasionally it is necessary to replace 
severely deteriorated windows. It may 
be appropriate to use new replacement 
windows with the same profile as the 
originals. If approved, new windows need 
to match the profile, design, material, 
size, and construction of the original. New 
window lites should also match the existing 
in number and configuration. To discourage 
vandalism and avoid an abandoned 
appearance, interior window treatments 
may be added to unoccupied floors.

Exterior or interior storm windows are 
recommended to increase energy efficiency 
and help preserve the historic windows. 
Storm sash should complement the 
dimensions of the historic windows. Interior 
storms may be preferred. Storm windows 
must be ventilated to avoid condensation 
build-up on the historic sash and trim.

Other windows accessories, such as 
added shutters or added ornament, are 
inappropriate without evidence that they 
were originally present.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Retention and repair of historic wood and steel windows is always 
the first choice, rather than replacement. Note that historic 
windows may not always be original - often buildings from the 
early-19th century received replacement wood windows in the 
late-19th or early-20th centuries. These “new” windows, in turn, 
have been associated with the building for so long that they now 
are considered historic and have become a character-defining 
feature.

• Energy efficiency is often an issue with single-glazed historic 
wood and steel windows. The insulating ability of windows can be 
greatly increased by the use of interior or exterior storm windows. 
An added benefit of using exterior storms is that they protect the 
historic windows from weathering. Use storm windows if energy 
efficiency is a concern. In some cases, where the wood sash is 
thick enough, it may be possible to re-glaze historic windows with 
insulated glass units. However, do not remove old, wavy historic 
glass, leaded and stained glass - it must remain in place. Storm 
windows should have the same horizontal division as the window 
itself.

• If deteriorated windows must be replaced, the new windows must 
match the material, dimensions, profiles, and details of the historic 
windows as closely as possible. Do not use “snap-in” or applied 
muntins (the wood grid that holds the individual panes in place) 
to create a “historic” look —see the architectural guide for the few 

styles that call for multiple-paned windows. If you cannot obtain 
true through-the-glass muntins, windows with applied muntins 
(inside and out) with a spacer are preferred to one-over-one 
windows when historic windows were multiple-paned.

• Obtain real wood and steel windows where the original windows 
were wood and steel. Wood may be clad with aluminum rather 
than painted. However, new replacement windows must match the 
dimensions and profiles of the historic windows.

• Do not use a window design that is inappropriate for the style of 
your building. Modern tinting on window glass is not appropriate. 
Original window openings should not be enlarged or reduced to 
accommodate a new window. Replacement windows should be 
made to fit the existing opening exactly.

• Install shutters only if there is some evidence - old photos, 
surviving hinges, old shutters - that your building had them in 
the past. Be sure that they are the right size; they do not have to 
operate but must look as though they could close properly and 
correctly cover the opening on which they are mounted.

• Watch for peeling paint and loose glazing putty in window sash. 
This may occur particularly on the south and west elevations, 
which are the “weather sides,” the ones most exposed to the 
effects of rain, wind, and sun.

54  Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ©2022 Perspectus Architecture



WINDOW REPAIR IS BEST

Historic windows are significant character-
defining features. Even if original windows 
are not in place, windows can be considered 
significant if they reflect original design 
intent, reflect period or regional styles 
or practices, reflect changes related to 
major periods/events, or show exceptional 
craftsmanship.

Every attempt should be made to retain 
significant windows. Repaired historic 
windows, with proper maintenance, can 
have a longer life cycle than replacement 
windows of low quality materials. Energy 
performance of historic windows can be 
improved with proper weather stripping and 
match performance of new replacement 
windows by adding exterior or interior 
storm windows. Secondary storm windows 
should be reversible and compatible with 
the original window design.

For more information on windows, see 
Preservation Briefs 9 and 13, listed in 
Appendix C.

A Dutchman (repair) is when a matching piece of 
good material, generally wood when talking about 
window, is used to patch a damaged section.

On buildings three stories or less, windows 
on primary (street facing) elevations 
should match in details and materials.

HOW TO DETERMINE REPAIR VS. REPLACEMENT

The level of deterioration ultimately 
determines whether a feature warrants 
replacement rather than repair. Deficiencies 
that can easily be corrected and do 
not justify replacement involve peeling 
paint, missing putty, weathered surfaces, 
or small areas of decay. Solutions to 
these deficiencies could include routine 
maintenance, removal of peeling paint and 
repainting, stabilization of existing materials, 
or dutchmen repairs (see below, left).

WHEN IS IT TOO DAMAGED?

Wood windows are considered too 
damaged when the wood substrate of the 
sills, jambs, and sashes are badly checked or 
deteriorated. Steel windows are damaged 
beyond repair when the deterioration has 
corroded the metal, resulting in significant 
loss of the metal's section and even holes 
through the metal's section. 

HOW TO CORRECTLY REPLACE WINDOWS

If the severity of deterioration requires 
replacement of a distinctive window, the 
new window should match the old in 
design, color, and where possible, materials. 
Replacement of missing features should be 
substantiated by documentary and physical 
evidence. When considering how to replace 
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missing or deteriorated windows, one should consider what 
floor level it is on, the elevation, the visibility, and the level of 
craftsmanship. Windows on primary (street-facing) elevations, 
or highly visible secondary elevations, and windows of high 
detail should match historic windows in details and materials.

The details which should be examined and matched include the 
sash, frame and casing profiles and the relationship of the glass 
to the opening and sash plane, along with the shadow lines.

If no historic window remains but there is evidence of the 
historic configuration, from photos or physical evidence, the 
recommendation is to replace with a compatible window of 
the same configuration. When no historic window remains 
and there is no evidence of historic configuration, the 
recommendation is to replace with a window that is compatible 
to the building, typically a 1 over 1 window.

When working on windows it is best to retain the historic 
or significant windows, unless damaged beyond repair. If 
replacement windows are needed, select ones that best match 
the historic windows. If historic windows are not known, select 
a compatible replacement. Take into consideration shape, size, 
color, material, and level of detail.

PARTS OF A WINDOW

Interior Casing

Head Jamb

Upper Sash

Lower Sash

Muntin

Pane

Exterior Sill

Stool

Apron

Side Jamb

Top Rail

Stile

Bottom 
Rail

A six over six double-hung wood window.

This photograph shows a window sill damaged beyond repair.
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FAÇADE ORGANIZATION

CORNICES, FRIEZES AND PARAPETS
Cornices, friezes, and parapets are projecting horizontal bands 
which appear near the top of a building. They provide a visual 
termination at the top of the wall. Downtown Erie has some 
impressive late-19th and early-20th century buildings with 
decorative cornices of pressed metal and terra cotta.

During the early-20th century, parapets (a low wall that extends 
along the roof edge) became more common. In some buildings with 
a strong classical influence, like Erie's Public Library, the cornice 
remains a strong feature. By the 1920s and 30s, however, most 
cornice and parapet features were greatly simplified, displaying a 
minimum of decoration (Modern Tool Company Building at 4th and 
State Streets is an example; see photo below).

Because of their roofline location, cornices, friezes and parapets 
are exposed to the elements and subject to deterioration if not 
maintained.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Address cornice, frieze, and parapet repair immediately. If repairs 
must be delayed, take measures to keep the public safe from 
debris that may fall.

• If stable, avoid removing original or early cornice, frieze or parapet 
features. These features are an important part of the building 
and their removal damages the building's historic character. In 
addition, the roof flashing is often tied into a parapet wall and its 
removal could lead to moisture problems in the building.

• Be sure that cornices and frieze elements are protected and left in 
place during re-siding or masonry cleaning.

• Wood and metal cornices and friezes can often be painted in trim 
colors that accentuate their design. Stone and brick cornices or 
parapets should be left unpainted.

• Cornices and parapets must not be covered with non-original or 
incompatible materials. Waterproofing treatments can prevent the 
parapets from properly drying after a rain or snow fall, thereby 
causing more damage; this type of treatment should be avoided.

• Cornices, friezes, parapets and other roofline elements should 
not be added to the facade unless physical or photographic 
evidence indicates that the building once had them. Adding new 
decorative elements gives a false history to the building which is 
not warranted or needed.

Modern Tool Company (1895-1928)
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MATERIALS

FOUNDATIONS

Some downtown buildings have visible foundations which 
contribute to their physical appearance. While the foundations of 
many buildings are not visible and therefore not integral to the 
design impact of the façade, the foundation's structural role should 
not be forgotten. It provides support for the entire building and 
spreads out the building's weight with footers so that the bearing 
capacity of the soil is not exceeded. To prolong the life and reduce 
necessary maintenance on the foundation, there are a few things 
that can be accomplished.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Do not alter the appearance of an original foundation wall. A 
stone wall, for example, must not be covered with stucco or 
paint, or replaced with concrete block. This changes the original 
appearance, and stucco and paint may prevent the wall from 
drying properly when it gets wet.

• If an original foundation wall is deteriorated, attempt repair with 
matching materials. If original materials are unavailable or too 
costly, suitable modern replacements may be appropriate. Some 
concrete block materials, for example, may match older concrete 
materials fairly closely. Rock-faced concrete block might in some 
cases be a suitable replacement for stone, but matching color and 
shape of the stone may be difficult. Do not infill original basement 
window openings with glass blocks, because this significantly 
changes the character of the foundation.

• Soil, paving materials, and planting beds must slope away from 
the foundation to provide positive drainage. Slope toward the 
foundation can permit large amounts of water to soak into the 
foundation, resulting in a wet basement, growth of moss and 
mildew, and loss of support from the soil around the foundation.
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• Moss, mildew, or a dark area on a foundation wall may indicate 
an overflowing or leaking gutter, downspout, or drain line. Watch 
during a rainstorm to see whether a gutter problem is causing 
excessive water to splash onto the foundation wall. Be sure that 
downspouts are connected into underground drains or empty 
onto splash blocks or extensions of pipe that carry the water away 
from the building’s base. Be sure, also, that the downspouts do not 
empty onto pedestrian paths.

• Foundations like to breathe. The easiest way to do that is to allow 
18 to 24 inches clear space from the foundation to plantings. Vines 
and other plants should not be allowed to grow on the foundation. 
If vines are a desired feature, they should be cut back to the base 
periodically. They will grow faster and softer if they are “clear cut.” 
Larger plantings with more extensive root systems might require a 
greater distance from the foundation.

• Dirt and mulch should be piled away from the foundation as they 
hold dampness and often hold termites (yes, termites will go 
through the masonry foundation!).

• Avoid closing ventilation openings in a foundation wall, as it is 
important to keep the air flowing through them. Consider adding 
ventilation if there is none. If security is an issue, consider adding a 
simple iron grate in front of the opening.

• Avoid cutting new openings in foundation walls. If you do such 
alterations, do it with the advice of an architect or structural 
engineer to avoid the possibility of weakening the foundation.

• Improper maintenance or alterations to foundations can adversely 
affect their capacity to function properly. The building can ‘settle’ 
resulting in cracked plaster, damaged masonry, and uneven floors. 
It should be noted that buildings can settle immediately after 
their construction, causing the same effects along with pushing 
windows and doors out of plumb. If the initial settlement has 
ceased, the problems may be minor; continuing settlement is a 
problem for which to seek professional help.
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MATERIALS

EXTERIOR WALLS

Common building materials, such as wood, stone, and brick, vary 
greatly in how they are manufactured, designed, and used. Older 
buildings, for example, may have walls made of hand- molded soft 
brick from the early-19th century, while brick from the early-20th 
century is typically hard-fired machine-made brick. Smooth-finished 
stone blocks and rough-faced, rustic-looking stone are used in 
downtown Erie. Terra cotta, a brick-like molded clay material, is 
often used in ornamental elements.

Another exterior material is stucco, which usually was a later surface 
treatment intended to improve the appearance of a building; it was 
used on both frame and masonry buildings and could date from 
the late-19th century until well into the 20th century. Painted brick 
is yet another method which was used on exteriors, often to cover 
damaged or poor quality brick.

Contributing to a wall's design and integrity are the mortar 
joints, which perform an important function in cushioning and 
separating the masonry units. Mortar was designed to be softer 
and more permeable than the masonry units so that mortar could 
be easily repaired while retaining the masonry units. Skilled masons 
often took pride in tooling and finishing the joints, adding to the 
building's craftsmanship. Occasionally, the owner may find the need 
to repoint the mortar joints.

HISTORIC LIME MORTAR (See Chapter 9 for General Maintenance & Repairs) Using an 
incorrect approach to mortar can be detrimental to your building’s masonry elements. 
Masonry elements include stone, brick, terra cotta, concrete, adobe, stucco and mortar. 
Traditional mortars used in the United States before 1900 were softer, comprised 
of lime putty, sand, and water. Bricks and other elements used in 19th century and 
earlier buildings may be made of hand-molded brick. After 1900, bricks began to be 
machine-made and hard-fired, better able to accept modern mortars. Around the 1930s, 
Portland Cement became the main ingredient in mortar, creating a harder mixture that 
can damage historic, softer bricks Historic structures are dependent upon proper and 
successful repointing.
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GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

• The general approach to the exterior walls of historic structures is 
to maintain the original materials: deterioration slows with proper 
care. Brick walls need to be kept clean of salt from the winter 
sidewalks and vines from the summer gardens.

• It is essential to clean using the gentlest means possible. High-
pressure water methods can drive water deep into the walls, 
causing problems on the inside of the building, and erosion and 
damage to the exterior. Low-pressure water wash (300 psi) and 
scrubbing with a natural bristle brush is often sufficient to remove 
surface soiling. Where isolated heavy staining from atmospheric 
deposits or rust occur, use of a non-acidic chemical cleaner may 
be helpful.

• The original wall material should not be covered. The act of 
covering can be detrimental to the original materials and detracts 
from the original design, altering the original details and the 
original colors and textures of the building.

• If the building has already been covered with a non-historic siding, 
consider removing it.

• Substitute materials such as vinyl or aluminum are not appropriate 
for use in the study area. Even on new construction within a 
historic district, vinyl and aluminum siding may not be appropriate. 
Refer to the National Park Service Preservation Brief #16 on 
Substitute Materials for further information.

WOOD SIDING RECOMMENDATIONS

• The first recommendation is to keep existing wood siding, 
repairing or replacing missing or damaged pieces as needed. 
You may believe that replacement siding (vinyl or aluminum) 
is more convenient and easier to care for, but no siding is truly 
maintenance free. Further, installation of artificial siding may 
damage historic siding and trim material and may cause or 
conceal water problems that did not exist previously. Also, vinyl or 
aluminum siding does not have the character of true historic wood 
siding. Make every effort to retain wood siding, especially shingle 
and decorative siding.

• There may be instances where replacement siding is acceptable, 
and where installing such siding does not eliminate a building's 
historic character. Best practices include:
• The new siding must simulate beveled wood siding and have 

the same exposure (width) and appearance as the historic 
siding.

• The old siding must remain in place, so that the new siding 
may be removed and the historic siding restored in the future.

• New siding may be applied only where siding exists already - it 
must not cover decorative shingles or similar areas; it may not 
be used to wrap porch columns; and it may not cover eaves, 
soffits, or fascias.

• Application of new siding must not result in loss of or damage 
to brackets, medallions, panels, or other decorative elements; 
cornerboards and window trim must be left in place, with the 
siding ending at the outer edges of these elements.

• Substitute materials that are not acceptable are vinyl and 
aluminum siding. Fiber cement siding may be appropriate.

• Consider removing existing replacement siding if the original 
siding underneath is in good condition or is repairable. Many 
building owners have found that doing so greatly improves the 
appearance of their properties.
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MASONRY - BRICK AND STONE RECOMMENDATIONS

• Avoid cleaning historic masonry walls. Only if you are sure that 
accumulated dirt is causing damage or moisture retention should 
you consider cleaning. An aged patina on a masonry wall is 
evidence of a building's long life and should be left in place.

• If you do undertake masonry cleaning, always use the gentlest 
means that give the result you desire and never sandblast historic 
masonry. Generally it is better to leave a little residual dirt rather 
than giving your building too much of a "scrubbed" look. Work 
with a qualified contractor with experience in cleaning historic 
buildings. Always try plain water or a masonry detergent before 
moving on to harsher and more expensive chemicals. Keep 
application and wash water pressure below 300 pounds per 
square inch, especially on 19th century soft brick and many softer 
stones such as sandstone; higher pressures can break or gouge 
the masonry. Clean a sample area in an inconspicuous spot before 
cleaning the whole building; some cleaners will stain stone. Avoid 
waterproof coatings; allow the masonry to get wet and dry out 
naturally without the interference of a surface coating.

• Do not cut new openings or enlarge existing openings in masonry 
walls. Doing so can affect structural stability and strength of the 
masonry around the opening.

• Re-pointing of historic masonry walls must be done with a 
carefully-chosen mortar of the correct composition. Incorrect 
mortar causes the masonry units to crack and spall when they 

expand and contract with heat, cold, and moisture. Later hard-
fired brick can take a somewhat harder mortar, but the mortar 
should contain no more Portland cement than is needed to keep 
it from crumbling too easily. Mortar joints must be tooled in the 
same way as the original joints. In no case should mortar be 
smeared out of the joints and onto the adjacent masonry.

OTHER EXTERIOR MATERIALS RECOMMENDATIONS

• Stucco must remain on a building that has been stuccoed, and it 
must not be applied to a building that has not been stuccoed in 
the past. Wood frame buildings that have been stuccoed were 
likely built that way - the stucco is the exterior surface. Masonry 
buildings that have been stuccoed often had their surfaces 
chipped or scored to hold the stucco and look unappealing when 
the stucco is removed. For un-stuccoed buildings, retain the 
exposed masonry and repair it; do not stucco over deteriorated 
masonry.

• Similarly, painted masonry buildings must remain painted, and 
unpainted ones should not be painted. Removing paint from 
masonry is difficult, and often it is impossible to do completely. 
Such work often requires harsh chemicals and can cause damage 
to the masonry; sandblasting must never be undertaken due to 
the damage it does to masonry.

Historic masonry walls 
contribute to the 
character and design.
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DETAILS

ORNAMENTATION

Ornamentation refers to the decorative elements applied to 
buildings to give them individuality, distinctiveness, and character. 
Specific kinds of ornamentation are associated with various 
architectural styles (see the section on Illustration of Styles & Types) 
and are considered to be character-defining features.

In the past, ornamentation was also a way to update buildings and 
make them seem more "modern." Some older buildings received 
Victorian-era ornamentation that gave them a more contemporary 
look, and these materials have themselves become significant and a 
part of the buildings' character over a long period of time.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Do not remove elements such as window and door trim, 
cornerboards, brackets, fascias and friezes, and similar character-
defining elements. Retaining and repairing these forms of 
ornamentation is always the best choice. Unless an element is 
severely deteriorated, sometimes all that is necessary is a coat of 
paint.

• Many of Erie's storefronts display tile bulkheads, tile foyers, and 
prism glass transoms from the early-20th century. These should 
be exposed and preserved wherever possible.

• Keep painted ornamental elements well-painted. Wood, plaster 
and metal (except copper) features should be painted. Watch 
for peeling paint, cracking, and other signs of weathering and 
deterioration. Building elements which are unpainted, such as 
stone lintels and sills, terra cotta, and glazed tile, should remain 
unpainted.

• If a decorative detail is so deteriorated that it must be replaced, be 
sure to use a replacement that is as nearly identical as possible in 
material, size, and design.  Most materials can be milled, molded 
or fabricated today to match the original. If necessary, use a 
substitute material (such as fiberglass for stone features).

• Avoid adding ornamentation to a building unless physical or 
photographic evidence shows that it once existed. Adding 
unnecessary details can make a building look pseudo-historic, 
diminishing its true character and undermining the significance of 
the historic features.
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DETAILS

PAINT COLOR

Color is a major design element that strongly affects a building's 
historic character. In Erie's historic downtown, the appropriateness 
of various colors will vary with the construction dates of the 
buildings. Color is directly associated with the historic architectural 
style and the concurrent advancements in technology. The Historic 
Review Commission has a policy of flexibility in regard to color, 
however encourages the use of colors appropriate to the age, 
character, and style of a given building or neighborhood. The 
following paragraphs provide a general guide to residential color 
use in the 19th and 20th centuries. See Illustrations of Styles & Types 
for more detail.

Early– and mid-19th century buildings were frequently painted off-
white, cream, light gray and sand. After about 1860, typical colors 
included greens, reds, browns and olives that were fairly dark and 
rich. The body color usually was lighter, with trim painted in darker 
compatible colors; but sometimes just the opposite was true. Color 
patterns were simple, usually with only two different colors used for 
body and trim. In the period before about 1870, muted rather than 
bright colors were most common.

In the years between about 1880 and 1900, when architectural 
designs became more complex and ornamental, color followed 
suit. Three colors on a single building became more common, and 
there was a re-introduction of lighter colors such as pale yellow or 
light green that had seen less use in the 1870 to 1880 period. When 
combined with darker colors, this created a more varied effect that 
complemented the generally more complex building designs. Blues 
and grays saw some use as trim colors but generally were not used 
as body colors. After about 1900, architectural design entered a 
period of reaction to the heavy, ornate compositions of the late-19th 
century. Architects used simpler, plainer designs and turned to the 
classical forms and ornamentation of the past. In the Renaissance 

Revival and other styles of this period, colors tended to be 
lighter and cooler, including creams, grays, yellows, and whites.

This trend generally continues today. People often prefer lighter 
rather than darker colors for both body and trim, and often the 
brighter colors used in the past seem wrong for today's tastes. 
Even on older buildings that might have had brighter colors in 
the past, lighter color schemes can be appropriate. In the case 
of brick buildings, usually the color of the unpainted brick walls 
forms the base or body color, and trim colors should be selected 
for compatibility with that body color. In general, on buildings 
with dark red brick walls, white window sash and dark green 
or black shutters and doors are appropriate. For lighter tan or 
buff-colored brick, and for stone of similar color, consider yellow, 
cream, or white trim colors.

Generally, a guideline for color is to consider the building in three 
parts: the main body, the trim, and the window sash and doors. 
The architectural style is a basis for which elements are different 
colors and which elements are the same. Much documentation 
is available for this type of information. When it is appropriate to 
use multiple colors for the main body, changes in color generally 
occur where different materials are used. Some architectural 
styles are distinct because of the use of accent colors. Consider 
the building as a whole, be selective when choosing what to 
accent. The key to the selection and application of colors is 

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties 
recommends repainting with colors that are documented. Do not use paint colors that 
would not be used during the historic time period.
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consistent across the facade. For example, each window sash should 
be the same color. Painting of brick is not recommended, but brick 
color should influence color selection.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Research the building’s original paint colors as a starting point 
for color selection. What combinations of colors were used and in 
what locations? Search for old photos or postcards which can help 
to determine an original or early color scheme.

• Paint analysis can be done in a lab or in-situ using a microscope 
to examine the layers at magnification. The Pennsylvania State 
Historic Preservation Office has a list of consultants who may 
provide this service.

• You can chip, scrape, or sand down through older paint layers 
to expose earlier colors. Remember, though, that old paint may 
contain lead and should be considered hazardous, especially if it 
is dry and powdery. Always observe safety precautions and use 
safety eyewear and protective breathing apparatus. It is best to 
employ a qualified painting contractor with experience on old 
paint layers for this work.

• Match color chips for color selection; most paint stores and 
suppliers have historic paint palettes for older buildings.

• While paint analysis to reveal original colors is often possible, such 
analysis is not always necessary. Conducting a bit of research into 
its style will give the owner a basis upon which to select colors. 
Finding a typical regional example of the style is an excellent 
guide.

• Only paint surfaces that have been painted before. Most masonry 
was not painted, but sometimes it was painted to hide fire 
damage or to improve the weather resistance of poor quality brick 
or stone. This was frequently true of very old Federal or Greek 
Revival style buildings made of soft brick.

• Similarly, do not remove paint from an already-painted building. 
The likelihood of damage to the underlying masonry is high, and 
cleaning may not remove all of the adhered paint. The simplest 
and least expensive option is to remove loose paint and re-paint 
an already-painted building.

General Color Reference

Moss, Roger W., and Gail Caskey Winkler. Victorian Exterior Decoration: How to Paint Your 
Nineteenth-Century American House Historically. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1987; 
revised paperback edition, 1992.

Moss, Roger W. Century of Color: Exterior Decoration for American Buildings, 1820-1920. 
Watkins Glen, N.Y.: American Life Foundation, 1981.

• For unpainted buildings, let the natural colors of the brick or stone 
guide the selection of complementary trim colors. Avoid bright 
primary colors, which are incompatible with most masonry.

• Keep color schemes on buildings simple, unless paint analysis 
and research suggest otherwise. Contrasting colors may be 
appropriate for ornate late-19th century buildings, but avoid too 
many colors on one building. The use of more than three colors is 
discouraged unless it can be documented.

• Use a chosen color scheme consistently throughout the lower 
and upper portions of the facade. Usually, the color selected for 
the storefront is repeated in the upper story windows or cornice, 
helping to unify the facade.

• Be sure to follow proper preparation procedures so that the time 
and effort on color selection is not wasted on prematurely failing 
paint.

Above, left: This building has repeated the storefront colors on the upper floors to unify the 
façade. No more than three colors were used, on an overall simple color scheme. Above, 
right: Modern bright colors are not in keeping with historic character of 19th and 20th century 
buildings. Off white, light gray, sand, green, reds, browns and olives are more appropriate 
choices. Trim generally features darker colors.
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DETAILS

EXTERIOR LIGHTING

Exterior lighting is a necessary feature of 
an architectural environment. It is generally 
used for safety and aesthetic purposes. 
Lighting allows pedestrians to see where 
they are going, illuminating a pathway or 
obstacle in front of them. It instills a sense 
of security in people while in public spaces. 
Proper lighting can also provide charm 
and visual identity to a historic building. 
Brightening an inviting entry or casting 
light on an important architectural feature 
could enhance the character of a historic 
structure.

Exterior lighting should be used to 
illuminate entrances, walkways and 
significant architectural features, and 
should be appropriate and compatible with 
the style of the historic building. Exterior 
lighting might include wall-mounted 
fixtures; pole lights in the yard or along 
walks; low-level fixtures along walks and 
paths; and area lights on poles, exterior 
accessory buildings, and building walls.

When installing exterior lighting, consider 
the appropriateness of the fixtures for the 
style, design, and period of the structure; 
also consider the brightness of the lamps 
and the degree to which they might "spill" 
light onto adjacent properties.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Retain and repair historic light fixtures to the 
greatest extent possible. Re-wiring and re-
lamping can considerably extend the life of an 
older fixture.  Removing existing lighting could 
alter the character of a historic structure and is 
strongly discouraged.

• Simple designs usually are best when selecting 
new light fixtures. Do not use overly ornate 
fixtures and ones that are out of scale. 
Brightness of the lamp(s), and not fixture size, 
most strongly affects the amount of light a 
fixture will provide. Choose the smallest and 
simplest fixture that will give you the light you 
need.

• Don't over-fixture your property. Usually only 
two or three well-placed lights will do the job.

• Modern LED lighting on buildings, or on signs or 
billboards should respect the historic character 
of the property. If these were not used on the 
building during the restoration period, it is not 
recommended to add them.

• Replica bulbs are available in LED styles, which 
work well with clear glass fixtures, particularly in 
early-20th century buildings.

• The warmer end of the spectrum for lighting 
color works best with historic fabric and 
exteriors, as opposed to a cooler, "blue-tinge" 
modern light.

• New lighting installed on a structure should not 
cause damage to the building and should be 
reversible.
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Signage is used to locate a business and to advertise products or 
services that the business offers to the public. When designing a 
sign, it is important to consider the building it is representing.

During the late-19th century and the early-20th century, signs 
were frequently integrated into the design of the storefronts 

and buildings. Space above 
the storefront was often 
reserved for a sign board or 
for a projecting sign hanging 
perpendicular to the storefront. 
Display windows sometimes 
held painted window signs. 
Fabric awnings also provided 
location for signage. Signs such 
as these might contain letters 
(painted or applied individual 

letters) or symbols which gave a quick graphic reference to the 
business inside. A hammer might serve as a graphic representation 
of a hardware store, a clock would represent a jewelry store, while 
a hobby horse could announce a toy store. These signs reflected 
appropriate treatments for signage in a commercial district 
through the use of quality materials and design, pedestrian scale, 
proportional size, and appropriate location. Electricity and the 
influence of the automobile brought innovations in signage. Neon 
and electric signs were introduced in order to capture the attention 
of people whizzing by in cars.

A sign that complements the building makes the business and the 
entire district more attractive to visitors. Signage should enhance 
the facade and not obscure or distract from it. See Preservation 
Brief 25 (The Preservation of Historic Signs).

DETAILS

SIGNAGE

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Historic signage, including signs painted on the sides of buildings, 
should be maintained wherever possible.

• New signage should be designed and constructed using materials 
and methods that are consistent with the building’s architectural 
style. Consider a sign board, projecting sign, painted window 
signs, or signs on fabric awnings.

• See Ordinance Number 80-2005, Zoning Ordinance, Article 3, 
Subsection 303 (as amended March 2021) for information on sign 
number, area, height, maintenance, location, and illumination.

• The aggregate square footage of permanent signage should 
be limited to the least amount necessary to reach the public.

• The size of the sign should be relative to the location in which 
it will be placed on the building. A large flat area between 
storefront and upper story may provide a band for signage. 
Signs should not conceal or block windows, doors, transoms 
or any other architectural features.

• The colors on the building should influence the colors of the sign, 
and no more than four (4) colors should be used. Subdued colors 
should dominate.

• Attach signage in a way that it will not damage historic materials 
(i.e. on masonry structures, attach only in mortar joints).

• Consider the effects of illuminated signs, such as light pollution 
and unnecessary use of energy. Flashing signs are not 
recommended.

• Temporary signs for individual businesses should be smaller 
in aggregate size, limited in time in place, and follow the 
recommendations in the Ordinance.

• Signs for businesses in buildings that originally served as 
residences should be ground-mounted signs. If needed, they 
should only use external illumination.
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06
GUIDELINES FOR 
NEW CONSTRUCTION: 
HISTORIC CONTEXT
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The City of Erie has grown and changed over the nearly 200 
years that the area evolved from a port and ship-building city on 
the harbor of Presque Isle Bay, to a vibrant finance and industrial 
hub for the early Americas. As the City grew and prospered, new 
buildings were constructed in the downtown area that reflected 
popular architectural styles and available building materials.

The resulting collection of buildings represents several different 
periods in the City's history and tells the story of Erie's history 
visually, through its architecture. This architectural diversity is 
unified, however, by several common elements:

1. Commercial façades align and form an even plane along the 
street, except for open spaces such as Perry Square Park, parking 
lots and occasional infill sites.

2. There is consistency in overall building height, with two- and 
three-story buildings the most dominant. Occasional multi-story 
buildings (Renaissance Center, Palace Centre, Boston Store, West 
of 9th St) reflect a vibrant Erie in the early- to mid-20th century. 

3. Buildings contain three parts (storefront, upper facade and 
cornice), unifying the streetscape.

Historically, builders in downtown Erie keyed their designs to what 
had come before, building upon existing traditions. New buildings 
were designed to fit into, and enhance, the existing architectural 
framework. Building design today should be guided in the same 
way, taking cues from the visual patterns and physical character of 
surrounding buildings.

New construction may take the form of (1) a new infill building, 
(2) a new free-standing structure, or (3) an addition to an existing 
building.

An infill building closes a gap in a row of commercial facades, 
constructed on a site with one or more of its walls adjoining 
buildings on adjacent sites. The infill site is vacant because it was 
either never developed or a building was removed from the site.

A freestanding building is on an open site some distance away 
from neighboring buildings. It may be acceptable to construct a 
freestanding building on the site of an underutilized parking lot.

An addition to an existing building connects to that building on one 
or more elevations and levels.

In downtown Erie, opportunities exist for all three types of 
construction, although demolition of an existing historic structure 
to accommodate new construction should be a last resort. The goal 
of new construction should be visual compatibility with the existing 
architectural and historic character of the area.
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Erie City Hall is a 
Brutalist-style building, 
mixing one story with 
multi-story, respecting 
the relationship to the 
Perry Park and nearby 
historic buildings.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NEW CONSTRUCTION

The construction of new buildings in Erie to fill existing gaps in the 
streetscape should be encouraged when the construction supports 
economic development or when vacant, existing buildings cannot 
be adapted for new use. 

As already noted, the design of a new building should be guided 
by its surroundings. By taking its cues from its neighbors, the new 
building can be made to fit into the broad visual patterns of the 
area. This does not mean that the styles of existing buildings should 
be copied, but rather that a new and contemporary building design 
can be compatible with the historic architecture that exists. New 
construction – whether infill or free standing – should be clearly new, 
using contemporary materials, finishes and techniques.

Each building site and environment is unique, so there can be 
no hard and fast rules for new design. However, there are several 
important factors which should be considered when planning a new 
building in Erie:

• Relationship to the Street: A new building should reflect adjacent 
structures in its orientation and placement in relation to the street. 
For example, most commercial facades are located at the edge of 
the sidewalk creating a single plane, and an infill building should 
reflect this even setback of the existing streetscape.

• Building Spacing: New construction should observe the rhythm 
of surrounding building spacing. Creating a continuous facade 
on downtown streets is appropriate for infill construction. Free-
standing construction on corner lots may provide more flexibility 
in allowing for open space.

• Scale: Scale refers to the perceived size of a structure in 
relationship to the typical size of a person and the surrounding 
structures. Pedestrian scale is created when buildings and their 
details are easily visible from the sidewalk and do not overwhelm 
the passerby. Monumental scale is just the opposite, where 
buildings and details are larger than human needs would dictate. 
Monumental scale is sometimes used to create an impression 
of grandeur. New construction should observe the scale of 
surrounding structures. In downtown, pedestrian scale is most 
appropriate.

• Form: This is defined as the external shape and configuration 
(building footprint, width, height) of the structure.

• Mass: This is the combination of forms and is associated with a 
perceived weight of the building.

• Height: New construction should be of similar height to that of 
adjacent and nearby buildings.
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• Proportion: This is the relationship between the width and 
height of a building: tall and narrow, low and squat, square. New 
construction should employ proportions similar to those of 
adjacent buildings.

• Relationship of Roof Shapes: New construction should reflect 
the predominant roof shapes in the area. Flat roofs are most 
appropriate for downtown infill construction, while free-standing 
buildings may reflect some of the gable or hipped roofs which 
also exist in Erie. Roof pitches should be similar to that which 
currently exists.

• Existing Addition: Retain an addition if it contributes to the 
character and historic integrity of the structure.

• Rhythm of Solids and Voids: In a building façade, the wall areas 
(solids) alternate with the window and door openings (voids) to 
create a pattern. New construction should reflect the rhythms of 
adjacent and nearby structures. For example, an all-glass facade 
would be inappropriate when placed between two typical late-
19th century commercial buildings.

• Proportion of Openings: The size and proportion of window and 
door openings in new construction should be similar to those on 
surrounding facades.

• Style and Character: New construction should be expressed in 
terms of contemporary design. The new building should not try to 
duplicate historic styles, and pseudo-historic elements should not 
be applied to contemporary structures to make them look older. 

• Quality design, materials, and craftsmanship should be 
incorporated in additions and new construction.

• Materials, Textures and Colors: New construction in Erie should 
reflect the historic materials, textures and colors which exist, 
including natural brick, natural stone, cast iron, painted wood, 
pressed metal, and architectural glass panels.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ADDITIONS

Additions to buildings are not particularly common in Erie today, 
primarily because of the tremendous amount of unused space 
which already exists in upper stories of existing buildings. In fact, 
people seeking to expand are encouraged first to look at existing 
space before considering an addition.

However in some cases, additions to existing and historic structures 
are necessary to adapt to a changing economy and new or 
increased demands for products and services. Additions must be 
considered on an individual basis because each building is unique. In 
the same manner, new construction should be designed specifically 
for the site it will occupy and relate to surrounding structures. 
Reference Preservation Brief 14 (New Exterior Additions to Historic 
Buildings).

Where additions are proposed, the following guidance is offered:

• When designing the addition, preserve the historic character. The 
historic character of a building is revealed through its setting, 
shape/form, window arrangements, materials, craftsmanship, 
color, and interior. An addition should respect and relate to these 
characteristics, paying particular attention to proportion and mass 
to avoid overpowering the structure to which it is being added. 

• Additions should have rooflines lower than the main building.

• Window arrangements should complement the historic 
arrangements.

• Select materials and colors that are compatible with the 
historic building, including brick, stone or wood. Avoid rough-
sawn siding, artificial stone, or other materials which never 
would have been used in downtown, for example.
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• When connecting the addition, preserve significant historic 
materials and features. Connecting an addition to the historic 
property involves the loss of some material from the original 
structure. Additions should be designed to preserve significant 
historic materials and features with minimal damage or loss of 
significant materials and craftsmanship such as, but not limited 
to, roof shapes, window patterns, entrances, cornices, decorative 
molding, or glazing.

• Alterations to primary elevations should be avoided.

• Where space permits, locate an addition to the rear of the 
building, possibly creating a new rear or secondary building 
entrance.

• Avoid roof-top additions, penthouses or the creation of 
roof decks on downtown buildings. Such additions are 
incompatible with the scale and character of the downtown.

• Skylights may be added to flat-roofed buildings, but their 
placement and design should guard against leakage.

• When detailing the addition, protect the historical significance 
by making a visual distinction between old and new. The initial 
thought for a design that will preserve the historic character of 
the structure may be to detail it using the same features as the 
existing structure. This design concept should be abandoned 
as it will make the addition indistinguishable from the historic 
structure, negatively impacting the historical significance of the 
structure. Plan the addition so it provides some differentiation in 
architectural characteristics.

• The new addition should complement the existing structure 
through simplified detailing so that it does not overpower the 
original structure.

• The use of pseudo-historic details and elements should be 
avoided.

Example of a poorly designed roof addition to an existing structure
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07
ACCOMMODATING 
CODE COMPLIANCE 
WITH HISTORIC 
BUILDINGS
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There are numerous myths about the building code and historic 
structures. The most prevalent are: “An old building cannot 
meet the current building code” and “It is too expensive to bring 
that old building up to code.” The governing code for building 
construction and renovation is the Pennsylvania Building Code 
(2018 PBC). It is a uniform code for commercial properties across 
the entire state and based on national and international codes. 
Except for the provisions of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, building codes are not retroactive. Key aspects of safety 
considered by the code are: the construction materials, the 
building size, and the ability of the users to exit in an emergency.

In addition to Alternative Compliance, Special Provisions of the 
Code address designated historic structures:

Section 1201 General

1201.1 Scope

This chapter is intended to provide means for the preservation of historic buildings. 
Historic buildings shall comply with the provisions of this chapter relating to their 
repair, alteration, relocation and change of occupancy.

[BS] 1201.2 Report

A historic building undergoing alteration or change of occupancy shall be 
investigated and evaluated. If it is intended that the building meet the requirements 
of this chapter, a written report shall be prepared and filed with the code official 
by a registered design professional where such a report is necessary in the opinion 
of the code official. Such report shall be in accordance with Chapter 1 and shall 
identify each required safety feature that is in compliance with this chapter and 
where compliance with other chapters of these provisions would be damaging to the 
contributing historic features. For buildings assigned to Seismic Design Category D, 
E or F, a structural evaluation describing, at a minimum, the vertical and horizontal 
elements of the lateral force-resisting system and any strengths or weaknesses 
therein shall be prepared. Additionally, the report shall describe each feature that 
is not in compliance with these provisions and shall demonstrate how the intent of 
these provisions is complied with in providing an equivalent level of safety.

1201.3 Special Occupancy Exceptions—Museums

Where a building in Group R-3 is used for Group A, B or M purposes such as museum 
tours, exhibits, and other public assembly activities, or for museums less than 
3,000 square feet (279 m2), the code official may determine that the occupancy 
is Group B where life safety conditions can be demonstrated in accordance with 
Section 1201.2. Adequate means of egress in such buildings, which may include a 
means of maintaining doors in an open position to permit egress, a limit on building 
occupancy to an occupant load permitted by the means of egress capacity, a limit on 
occupancy of certain areas or floors, or supervision by a person knowledgeable in the 
emergency exiting procedures, shall be provided.

Code above referenced from: 
https://up.codes/viewer/pennsylvania/iebc-2018/chapter/12/historic-buildings#12

TERMS THAT SHOULD BE CONSIDERED

Changes of Use Must be reviewed by the Code Official for 
the jurisdiction

Alterations Elements of a building that are changed; must 
comply with the current code

Alternative Compliance The Pennsylvania Building Code 
has an entire chapter (Chapter 12) devoted to existing 
buildings.
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08
THE APPLICATION OF 
THE AMERICANS WITH 
DISABILITIES ACT TO 
HISTORIC PROPERTIES
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When carrying out work on an existing public building or 
constructing a new public building, accommodations must be 
made for people with disabilities in accordance with established 
regulations. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a Civil 
Rights Act intended to offer people with disabilities the same 
opportunities and enjoyment as the general public in employment, 
access to public buildings, and transportation. In turn, these 
businesses will benefit from the additional patronage. ADA applies 
to existing and new structures, including spaces that are leased for 
public use. Title V (ADA) specifically addresses building additions, 
alterations, and historic preservation. (Reference Preservation Brief 
32 Making Historic Properties Accessible).

Title V, Section 4.1.7 of ADA “Accessible Buildings: Historic 
Preservation” provides some flexibility in meeting accessibility 
requirements where such requirements would threaten or destroy 
the historic significance of the building. Some provisions of ADA 
apply regardless of whether an existing building is undergoing a 

complete rehabilitation. The need to comply with ADA already 
exists; the need to meet the building code is triggered by a decision 
to rehabilitate.

Concerns about the applicability of ADA to your building, or 
about whether the historic preservation provisions may provide 
flexibility with compliance, may be addressed with an architect with 
preservation and compliance experience. Ramps and lifts sometimes 
needed to provide the disabled with access to buildings can have 
a significant visual impact: their location, design, and materials are 
important. These elements should be designed to minimize their 
impact on the entry facade. 

The design of ramps and handrails should be simple and 
contemporary and not necessarily try to mimic existing handrails. 
Materials should be the same as or similar to those used in the 
building itself. Avoid non-traditional materials such as unpainted 
wood. Also avoid solid masonry walls, which can make a ramp much 
more visually prominent than it needs to be. If providing access to a 
building’s front entrance is only a matter of overcoming a few inches 
difference between sidewalk and entrance, consider redoing a 
portion of the sidewalk so that it is sloped upward to accommodate 
the height difference. In such a case, a handrail may not even be 
necessary. Likewise, if the building is set back from the street, often 
the grade can be sloped to avoid the appearance of a “ramp.”

Consider use of a lift rather than a ramp in some cases. Experience 
has shown that when the height to be overcome exceeds about 
three feet, ramps and lifts tend to cost about the same. A lift can 
be especially useful when space for a ramp is limited, or when the 
visual impact of a ramp would be too great.

REGULATIONS FOR BUILDING ACCESSIBILITY

• ADA Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG), 2010
• State and local building codes

Note: Code requirements allow for some exceptions for historic 
properties (See Chapter 7 on Accommodating Code Compliance with 
Historic Buildings). Additional information and assistance is available 
from the Mid-Atlantic ADA Center, funded by the National Institute on 
Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR).

Far left and middle: Sidewalks were graded, 
and a sloped sidewalk was installed to 
create a gentle ramp that makes the building 
accessible without negatively impacting the 
appearance. Right: Accessibility was created  
from the street corner to the building 
entrance by sloping the sidewalk to have a 
zero profile edge at door entry and curb.
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KEY ACCESSIBILITY CONCEPTS

ACCESSIBLE DOOR ENTRY

FRONT APPROACH 
DOOR SWING: OUT

FRONT APPROACH 
DOOR SWING: IN

CURB RAMPS

MEASUREMENT OF CURB RAMP SLOPES

Counter Slope of Surfaces Adjacent to Curb Ramps

Flared Sides. X = 36˝ min. Where x 
does not meet 36˝ min. at top of curb 
ramp, flared sides shall not exceed 1:12.

Returned Curb

ACCESSIBLE 
ROUTES

180 DEGREE TURN 
(EXCEPTION)

180 DEGREE TURN

PROTRUDING 
ELEMENTS AND  
DOOR MIN. 32˝ 

Source: 2010 ADA Standards for Accessible Design

Downtown Erie Design Guidelines  77©2022 Perspectus Architecture



09
GENERAL 
MAINTENANCE & 
REPAIRS
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CONTINUED CARE

Guidelines in this section are general and intended to 
educate owners of historic properties on the importance 
of continual care of historic materials, both ongoing 
maintenance and targeted interventions. Buildings 
that are within the City of Erie as an overlay Historic 
Preservation (HP) District require appropriate treatment 
to maintain integrity of the district and should comply 
with Ordinance 12-2021.

EXPERIENCED PROFESSIONALS

For assessment and treatment of a historic building’s 
specific conditions, historic building owners should 
engage the services of an experienced licensed 
architect/engineer and/or restoration contractor.

Regular maintenance of a structure often prevents the 
need for costly interventions (repairs) in the future, and 
preserves the investment of a restoration. Maintenance 
items include gentle surface cleaning, removal of 
debris from drains, painting, and masonry repairs. Fully 
evaluating the building conditions before rushing to the 
local store for materials will provide a more long-term 
remedy, instead of just a quick patch. Proper planning 
can often save time, effort and expense. When repairs 
are necessary, note the following general guidelines 
from this manual, as based upon the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.

When planning a repair project, keep in mind that each 
building functions as a system. Each of the building's 

structural elements – roof, walls and foundation – work 
together to make the building sound. The building’s 
roof and drainage system should be in good working 
order to protect it from problems with moisture; the 
maintenance of wood and masonry wall surfaces can 
affect a building’s structural soundness and ability to 
resist weather; the foundation is a key to the stability 
and safety of the building.

The intention of repairs is not to make historic buildings 
look new, but to preserve and protect the original 
materials. Some signs of aging contribute to the 
building’s character, and retaining the character of the 
building is the purpose of these Design Guidelines. 
Likewise, artificial aging should be avoided. Work 
performed on a historic structure should be carried out 
using the least intrusive and least destructive methods 
that will obtain the desired result. Damaged elements 
should be repaired rather than replaced. Where 
elements must be replaced, do so using materials and 
methods that match the appearance and quality of 
the original as closely as possible. The services of an 
architect experienced in historic building materials are 
often beneficial to the property owner.

Foundations may exhibit 
efflorescence as a result of 
damage from salt-based 
snow removal chemicals.

NOTE: Preservation Briefs provided by the U.S. Department 
of the Interior provide valuable information and guidance on 
maintenance and repair of historic properties and materials. See 
Appendix C for a list of titles.

https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs.htm
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PROCESS FOR REPAIRS

Identify the Problem Identify 
the location and extent of the 
perceived problem.

Determine the cause of the 
problem Carefully consider 
what may be the underlying 
cause of the problem.

Select treatment(s) for the 
problem Choose a treatment 
method to remedy the problem 
and repair the damage.

The advice of an experienced, 
licensed architect, engineer, 
and/or craftsperson may be 
beneficial in taking these steps.

3

2

1

1  IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Identification of the problem is primarily done by observation. Problem areas most 
often appear different in color and/or texture. A visual survey of the entire building will 
provide a comprehensive list of conditions. It is important to determine the extent of the 
problem, including the depth of the deterioration and how large an area it encompasses.

2   DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

An unsightly or deteriorated area may be an indicator of a more serious issue 
occurring in the structure that may not be clearly visible. Therefore, determining the 
cause is usually more difficult than identifying the problem and requires more active 
investigation. The cause of the problem must be resolved before the damage can be 
repaired; otherwise, damage may soon reoccur. Remember that problems inside the 
building are often indicative of a problem with the exterior walls, roof, or foundation.

Frequent causes of problems include:

• An underlying problem (for example, insect infestation in moist wood) may have a 
related cause. The roof leaked, allowing the wood framing to become soaked, inviting 
insects that reside in wet wood.

• Inappropriate or inferior materials, especially those from prior repairs, are often more 
susceptible to failure than the building’s original fabric. For instance, repointing a 
19th century building with a high Portland cement content mortar will likely cause 
the low-fired, hand-pressed brick to crack, which is an irreversible problem. Another 
example may be replacing a six inch copper gutter with a four inch aluminum one that 
has the potential to fail because it is too small to carry the water runoff; it also has the 
potential to fail because the dissimilar metals can result in galvanic action, increasing 
the opportunity for corrosion and leaking.
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• Poor workmanship or installation can also be a source of 
problems. For instance, if the flashing is not properly installed 
on a roof valley, water can seep into the building, soaking 
interior walls or ceilings, and may not be discovered until 
the plaster is so wet that it falls off the lath. If the gutters are 
installed without a positive slope toward the downspout, the 
building is at risk for ice dams in the winter and overflowing 
gutters in times of heavy rainfall.

3   TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

Some conditions initially determined to be problems may 
not require repair. If the condition has stabilized and it is not 
adversely affecting the structure, it is likely that no further 
work is necessary (for instance, if there was initial settlement 
at the time the building was erected, but no further movement 
in the last 80 years, there is probably nothing to warrant 
concern.) If the condition is worsening or the structure has been 
compromised, repairs must be made to prevent further damage 
to the building (for instance, if the initial settlement was so 
drastic that a crack extends through three wythes of brick and 
the plaster, allowing water to enter the building, then perhaps 
there is reason for concern.)

In light of the concept of pursuing the lowest level of intervention 
possible, the treatments should be considered in the order 
of least invasive first. Can we repair the crack inside? Can we 
repair the crack on the outside and repair the plaster on the 
inside? Might we replace the outside wythe of brick and repair 
the rest? Might we replace two wythes of brick and cut out the 
damaged plaster to replace that portion of the wall? It should 
be understood that the least invasive methods are generally the 
best for the historic structure, as well as the best economically.

SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR'S STANDARDS 
FOR REHABILITATION

The Downtown Erie Design Guidelines 
are based upon national standards:

• Retain the character of the historic 
structure.

• Artificial aging should be avoided.
• Use least intrusive, least destructive 

methods.
• Damaged elements should be 

repaired rather than replaced.
• Meet quality and appearance with 

repairs or replacement.

See Appendix B for the full text of the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Rehabilitation.
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Brick and stone are two of the most durable historic building 
materials; however they are still susceptible to damage caused by 
inappropriate repairs and cleaning methods.

IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Indicators of problems in masonry include, but are not limited to:

• Bulge in the wall.
• Cracks in the masonry.
• Deteriorated or spalled masonry.
• Open joints.
• Dirt or stains (discoloration).

REFERENCE PRESERVATION BRIEFS:

#1 “Cleaning and Water-Repellent Treatments for Historic Masonry Buildings”

#2 “Repointing Mortar Joints in Historic Masonry Buildings”

#6 “Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to Historic Buildings”

#38 “Removing Graffiti from Historic Masonry”

#39 “Holding the Line: Controlling Unwanted Moisture in Historic Buildings”

MASONRY

DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

The majority of problems in masonry are caused by movement 
or moisture. Movement may be due to settlement of the building 
over time or compromised structural elements such as window 
and door headers. Movement can also be caused by the vibration 
of trucks passing by buildings located close to a road. Movement 
in a masonry building is most evident by a bulging wall or cracked 
masonry (for example, a step crack that extends from opening, to 
opening, to top of the wall.)

Moisture can travel up walls through capillary action (wicking), run 
down walls from gravity, or enter walls from the interior through 
condensation caused by a difference in temperature between the 
interior and exterior of the building. Excessive moisture is often 
present where masonry is deteriorated or spalled, and is often 
marked by a darker shade in color caused by dampness or a white 
haze caused by efflorescence (salts that leach from the masonry.)

Dirt and staining are primarily an aesthetic concern and rarely cause 
damage to masonry. Exceptions to that statement include years of 
accumulated carbon deposits from industrial pollution, and some 
forms of biological growth. Stains may include rust and copper from 
adjacent metals, graffiti, paint, oil, tar, and organic matter such as 
moss and algae.
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TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

There may be multiple masonry problems that need to be repaired, 
and it is often beneficial to do each of the repairs in one project for 
the sake of time and money. Prioritize the order of repairs according 
to the following list:

• Repair sources of excessive water (i.e. leaking gutters, 
downspouts, flashing, vapor penetration from the inside).

• If the building is to be cleaned, undertake cleaning prior to minor 
masonry repairs or repointing. Exception: Areas of extensive 
masonry damage that may allow water into the wall during 
cleaning should be repaired first.

• Repair damaged masonry and repoint as necessary.

CLEANING

It is important to determine if cleaning is absolutely necessary as it 
can be very harmful to masonry, especially when improper methods 
are used. Still, there are times when cleaning masonry is needed or 
desired. When cleaning masonry, identify the type of soiling to be 
removed in order to select an appropriate cleaner. Conduct a variety 
of sample tests to determine the gentlest method possible to obtain 
an acceptable level of cleanliness. Sandblasting or high-pressure 
water blasting should never be used on masonry because these 
abrasive cleaning methods can remove the outer surface of the 
brick (the "fire skin"), permanently damaging the brick, and making 
the brick more susceptible to deterioration.

Deterioration of brick caused by moisture is 
marked by discoloration and brick erosion.

Damage to brick caused by sandblasting.

Displacement of brick by 
movement in the parapet wall.
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MORTAR

Traditional mortar was composed of lime putty, sand, and 
water. Portland cement was patented in Great Britain in 1824 
and became commonly used in the United States in the early-
20th century. Initially, Portland cement was used as an additive 
to speed the set time of the traditional mortar. By the 1930s, 
it became a main ingredient, producing a harder mortar. The 
significance of the difference in compressive strength between 
traditional and modern mortars is critical when working on a 
historic structure because of the damage that modern mortar 
can cause to the historic masonry. In addition, caulking is 
generally an inappropriate treatment for masonry-to-masonry 
joints. The integrity of the masonry wall and the historic 
structure is dependent upon proper successful repointing.

Repointing is most often necessary where masonry repairs are 
required. Mortar joints provide level bedding for masonry units, 
and they absorb stresses in the masonry due to expansion, 
contraction, moisture migration, and settlement. The appearance 
of mortar joints also contributes to the aesthetic quality and 
character of the building. Mortar was designed to be softer and 
more permeable than the masonry units so that mortar could be 
easily repaired while retaining the masonry units.

IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Indicators of problems in mortar joints include, 
but are not limited to:

• Disintegrating mortar.
• Cracks in mortar or open mortar joints.
• Loose masonry units.
• Damp walls.
• Damaged finishes on interior.

DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

Problems in mortar joints are often caused by 
structural movement, moisture, or improper 
mortar composition and placement. The causes 
must be addressed prior to repointing.

REFERENCE PRESERVATION BRIEFS:

#2 “Repointing Mortar Joints in Historic Masonry Buildings"

Incorrect use of mortar can 
impact the aesthetics and 
character of a building.
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TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

After addressing the cause of the problems, the first step of 
beginning a repointing project is to analyze the historic mortar 
to determine its physical and visual characteristics. A sample of 
un-weathered, original mortar establishes the parameters for the 
new repointing mortar. If the building owner is pursing historic 
rehabilitation tax credits, the mortar should be analyzed by a 
qualified laboratory to determine its composition.

• Repointing mortar should match original mortar in composition, 
color, texture, and tooling. (Sand defines the color and texture).

• Joints should be raked out and gently cleaned to a sufficient 
depth so that the repointing mortar can key into the existing 
remaining mortar and masonry units.

• Repointing mortar must have greater vapor permeability than the 
masonry units.

• Repointing mortar must be at least as vapor permeable and soft 
as the original mortar.

• Repointing mortar must be softer (in compressive strength) than 
the masonry units.

Previous poor repointing. Repointing mortar is 
deteriorating due to improper execution.

Recent poor repointing. New mortar has been 
smeared onto the face of the brick and does 
not match original mortar in color, texture or 
tooling.

Loose brick due to poor conditions of mortar 
joints (moisture and movement in masonry 
system). 

Downtown Erie Design Guidelines  85©2022 Perspectus Architecture



WOOD

In response to rising concerns about fire safety by the end of 
the 19th century, wood typically was limited to window frames 
and sashes, storefronts, cornices, ornament, and framing within 
“fireproof” masonry and steel structures. Exposed wood was 
painted for protection. Sometimes, wood supports and cornices 
were covered with sheet metal for aesthetic reasons. Wood 
has remained a popular building material because it is flexible, 
performs well structurally in tension and compression, and is easy to 
manipulate. Wood, however, is most susceptible to moisture-related 
deterioration, insect and biological attacks, weathering, and fire.

IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Indicators of problems in wood include, but are not limited to:

• Paint failure (visually apparent)
• Decay/rot (soft, crumbly, or cracked wood)
• Insects (small holes and/or bore dust)
• Ultraviolet degradation (dry, gray, split wood)

DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

Excessive moisture is the primary cause of deterioration in wood. 
Moisture can cause paint failure and facilitate fungi that cause 
decay and rot. This makes wood susceptible to insects which feed 
on wet or rotting wood. Paint failure can occur when water that has 
infiltrated the wood builds up behind the paint’s impenetrable vapor 

barrier and finally escapes, breaking the coating. Decay, also known 
as rot, is caused by fungi that feast on wood. Signs of decay include 
areas of soft, spongy, crumbling, and cracked wood. Decay may be 
identified by poking questionable areas with an awl or small pointed 
tool used for piercing holes; if the wood is decayed, it will come up 
in short, irregular pieces. Long, fibrous splinters typically indicate 
the wood is sound.

CONDITIONS

Fungi require three conditions. If any one of the three is not present, 
decay can not survive, though it can lay dormant until the three 
conditions are again present:

1. Suitable temperatures (typically between 50-90° F).

2. A small quantity of air.

3. Sufficient moisture.

SIGNS OF INSECT INFESTATION

• Subsurface galleries or tunnels.
• Wood bore dust, excreta, and other debris.
• Exit holes, fragments of deceased insects.

Insects are attracted to moist wood because it is soft and easy to 
ingest or bore through it. Wood used in the northeastern United 
States can be attacked by beetles, termites, carpenter ants, wood-
boring bees and insects that attack just one species. Much of the 
damage is done while the insects remain hidden from view, but they 
can be identified by the evidence they leave behind.

REFERENCE PRESERVATION BRIEFS:

#9 “The Repair of Historic Wooden Windows”

#10 “Exterior Paint Problems on Historic Woodwork”
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ULTRAVIOLET DEGRADATION

• Dry, gray wood.
• Deep fissures, split wood.
• Lack of integrity: wood will break with the grain easily in your hands.

TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

If there is reason to believe that insects are present, consult a 
professional exterminator for advice prior to making repairs. Suitable 
treatments for damaged wood include consolidation and filler, patches, 
and full replacement. Consolidants and epoxy fillers strengthen and 
stabilize the damaged areas of wood and can be painted like the original 
wood. Damaged areas also may be replaced by patches of wood that 
match the original material and are installed by traditional methods such 
as a “dutchman.” Full replacement of wood members or elements is the 
extreme and should be done only when absolutely necessary.

Some species of wood are naturally resistant to decay, insects, and 
ultraviolet degradation. Spruce, red oak, birch, and poplar are more 
susceptible to decay and should not remain exposed. When replacing 
wood in whole or in part, it is essential to consider the original species 
so that the old and new elements will act in the same manner.

STEPS FOR WOOD REPAIR

• Allow wood to be dry.
• Remove damaged areas back to sound wood. Keep in mind that the 

extent of the damage may have spread farther than what is visible, 
especially in cases of rot and termite damage.

• Make appropriate repairs, which may include using consolidants and 
epoxy materials.

• Treat wood with a preservative to prevent future attacks.
• Paint wood when it is required or appropriate.

Galleries and debris in a wood floor joist 
indicate insect infestation.

Paint failure on the underside of a wood 
canopy.

second pair of 
wings is smaller

TERMITE ANT

straight antennae elbow antennae

broad 
waist

narrow 
waist

both pair of 
wings are of 
equal size
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EXTERIOR PAINT

The exteriors of historic buildings are painted for two primary 
reasons: to protect and preserve exterior building materials and to 
create color schemes appropriate for their architectural style and 
articulation. Paint is a protective coating which aids in deterring the 
harmful effects of weathering such as moisture, ultraviolet (UV) rays 
from the sun, and wind. Paint requires maintenance and renewal 
to ensure a building’s long-term preservation, and reapplication is 
necessary approximately every 5-8 years.

IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Indicators of problems and types of paint failure include, but are not 
limited to:

• Mildew and chalking (powdering of the paint surface).
• Crazing and blistering.
• Peeling, cracking, and alligatoring (advanced crazing resulting in 

deep open cracks).

REFERENCE PRESERVATION BRIEFS:

#10 “Exterior Paint Problems on Historic Woodwork”

#37 “Appropriate Methods of Reducing Lead-Paint 
Hazards in Historic Housing”

DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

Neglecting to correct the causes of paint failures and problems, 
or to repair deteriorated exterior materials prior to repainting, will 
cause new paint work to fail prematurely. Improper application 
of paint, general weathering, the presence of excess moisture, 
and moisture infiltration are the primary causes of paint failure. 
Leaking roofs, deteriorated flashings, leaking or missing gutters 
and downspouts, and overgrown vegetation are the most common 
sources of excess moisture that affect exterior paint.

TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

It is important that a building be repainted before its paint fails 
and allows moisture to penetrate to the substrate, accelerating 
the rate of deterioration. Good surface preparation is the key to a 
long-lasting finish; however always use the gentlest means possible. 
The least amount of water should be used for the paint removal 
process because it will be absorbed by the wood and may raise the 
wood grain, or leach into the building. Open flame “blow torches,” 
sandblasting, or water-blasting must not be used to prepare a 
surface for repainting.

It is not always necessary to remove paint to the bare substrate 
before repainting. Removal of mildew and chalking does not 
require paint removal; these surface deposits can be treated by 
gentle cleaning and preparation prior to repainting. Application 
of a mild non-ionic detergent and scrubbing with potable water 
and natural-bristle brushes often is all that is required to remove 
the soiling. Areas with mildew should be treated with a bleach and 
water solution. After cleaning, rinse with low-pressure and allow the 
surface to dry.
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Crazing and blistering can be treated with limited paint removal. 
Scraping and light sanding to a sound surface is the best method for 
repairing crazing and blistering. Although some hairline cracks and 
imperfections may translate through the new paint, feathering down 
the high points and the application of an additional coat of primer in 
these areas may lessen the effects. 

Peeling, cracking, and alligatoring usually require paint removal 
down to the sound substrate. If these conditions are present only 
in the top layers, they can be treated the same as crazing and 
blistering. However, if the conditions have progressed to the bare 
wood and the paint has begun to fail, the paint will need to be 
removed by scraping, sanding, heat guns, or chemical strippers. 
Always test a small, inconspicuous area first.

Some basic rules should be followed when painting:

• Substrates should be sound and properly prepared.
• Substrates should be dry.
• Latex finish coats should not be covered with alkyd resin oil paints; 

they will not properly adhere.
• Both primer and finish paints should be from the same 

manufacturer and meet the manufacturer’s compatibility 
requirements.

• Follow the manufacturer’s recommendations.
Left, top to bottom: Mildew on painted 
exterior siding; Improper preparation before 
applying paint results in a poor finish; 
Alligatoring paint on exterior siding.

Above: Painting stone is not appropriate and 
could trap moisture in the stone.
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ARCHITECTURAL METALS

Metal is found in the decorative columns, cornices, and brackets of 
the late-19th and early-20th century storefronts. Of these metals, 
iron and steel are by far the most common, followed by copper and 
copper alloys, zinc, lead, nickel, and aluminum. Metal architectural 
features should be identified, retained, and preserved along with 
their finishes.

IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM

Prior to starting work, it is necessary to identify each metal 
element by its type and its condition so a proper treatment can 
be prescribed. Determining metallic composition can be a difficult 
process, especially if components are encrusted with layers of paint.

Indicators of problems and types of metal damage include, but are 
not limited to:

• Loss of anchorage to backup materials and structural failure.
• Missing elements.
• Corrosion/rust (oxidation or galvanic).
• Impact damage (dents, holes, gauges).
• Failed joints or seams; damage to connections; fatigue and creep.

DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

After identifying metal types and conditions, the causes of the 
problems must be determined before repairs are implemented. 
In general, the primary causes of metal deterioration and failure 
include high concentrations of moisture and air pollution; wind; 
general neglect and abuse; poor original design detailing and 
installation; and failure of protective finish coats. 

Corrosion occurs when metals are exposed to moisture and air 
and it is exacerbated with the presence of high concentrations 
of airborne salts, sulfur, and other acidic compounds. Galvanic 
corrosion is an electrochemical action that results when two 
dissimilar metals react together in the presence of an electrolyte 
such as water containing salts. Corrosion is accelerated in situations 
where architectural details provide pockets or crevices to trap and 
hold liquid corrosive agents and where protective finishes have 
deteriorated.

Physical deterioration such as failed seams and connections and 
fatigue are usually caused by a combination of environmental 
conditions, physical stresses, and insufficient design details. 

REFERENCE PRESERVATION BRIEFS:

#13 “The Repair and Thermal Upgrading of Historic Steel Windows”

#27 “The Maintenance and Repair of Architectural Cast Iron”
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TREATMENT(S) FOR THE PROBLEM

Protect architectural metals from deterioration by maintaining 
protective finishes, providing proper drainage, and preventing water 
from standing on horizontal surfaces or accumulating in curved, 
decorative features. Suitable treatments for metals include cleaning 
and maintenance, repair, and selective replacement.

Clean ferrous metals or aluminum to remove corrosion prior to 
repainting or applying other appropriate protective coatings. Do 
not remove historic patinas found on some metals such as copper 
or bronze as this will diminish the metal’s historic character and may 
accelerate deterioration.

• Test to ensure that the gentlest method possible for cleaning is 
selected or to determine if the cleaning method is appropriate for 
that particular metal.

• Clean soft metals such as tin, lead, copper, terneplate, or zinc 
with appropriate chemical methods to ensure their longevity and 
performance.

Galvanic corrosion resulting from a reaction between two 
dissimilar metals.

A corroded metal fence has failed at the connections between 
the railings and the post.

Corrosion/rust on a steel window sash resulting from 
exposure to moisture and air.

• Use mild chemical treatments for hard metals such as cast iron, 
wrought iron, and steel to remove paint buildup and corrosion. 
If hand tools are ineffective, low pressure blasting with dry grit 
may be used by experienced personnel. If the corrosion is minor 
or if its complete removal is not feasible, the application of a rust 
“convertor” or “inhibitor” may be advantageous.

• Newly cleaned or bare metal should be immediately coated with a 
corrosion-inhibiting primer before new rust begins to form.

• Apply an appropriate and compatible finish system after applying 
the primer. Appropriate systems for ferrous metals are zinc-rich 
primers (Rust-o-leum and comparable brands from many available 
paint manufacturers.) Aluminum, especially new aluminum, can 
undergo a powder-coat paint process. Sometimes an anodized 
pre-finished aluminum custom color will be appropriate.

• Repaint architectural metals with historically appropriate colors.
• To prevent water penetration at seams, joints, and connections, 

replace deteriorated or missing sealant with a high-quality 
architectural grade sealant.
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A loose stone cornice attached by metal fasteners indicates 
that its fasteners have failed.

Missing elements are replaced with material to match and look 
like the original.

A painted lead-coated copper cornice is missing elements due 
to advanced deterioration of metal.

Repair architectural metal features by patching, splicing, or 
otherwise reinforcing the metal following recognized conservation 
methods and techniques.

• Minor damage or losses may be repaired utilizing epoxy resins or 
polyester-based patching compounds.

• Repairs may include limited replacement in kind or with small 
amounts of approved material. Use surviving prototypes of the 
original features as models (for example: cornices, balusters, or 
column capitals).

When architectural metal components are beyond repair or when 
the repairs are only marginally sufficient in extending the functional 
life of the member, replacement of the deteriorated element is often 
the only practical solution. If the metal has been deteriorated to a 
point where it has actually failed, duplication and replacement may 
be the only course of action.

• All attempts should be made to make replacements with like 
materials. Replacements should duplicate the appearance of the 
existing original element by matching the composition of the 
original and its size and configuration of details. If replacing a 
structural element, the structural characteristics of the original 
also should be matched.

• Reproductions or replacements should be based on historical, 
pictorial, or physical documentation.
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DEMOLITION 
& MOVING
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DEMOLITION

Demolition of an individual building, either in part or whole, both 
historic and non-historic, can have a detrimental effect on the 
architectural character of the City of Erie. Best practice and the 
most sustainable option is to adapt and reuse existing buildings, in 
order to reduce the carbon footprint from new construction.

Demolition is irreversible and should be considered only after every 
other option has been adequately explored. Consideration should 
be given to alternative/ adaptive uses retaining the integrity of: the 
building, adjacent historic properties, and the intent and purposes 
of the proposed design or preservation ordinances. Financial 
tools such as federal or state historic rehabilitation tax credits or 
conservation easements may provide alternatives to demolition, as 
well as locally-provided incentives (city or county).

The City’s goal is to avoid demolition by neglect. Structures must 
be minimally maintained whether they are occupied or vacant. 
Minimal maintenance includes the means necessary to keep the 
structure dry and safe. This includes regular maintenance and 
necessary repairs to the roof system, gutters, downspouts, exterior 
paint, and provision of ventilation. (Consider Preservation Brief #31 - 
Mothballing Historic Buildings.)

In addition to mothballing, another option is donation of the 
property to Erie’s Land Bank.

Lack of minimum maintenance over an extended 
period may render a building beyond rehabilitation.

94  Downtown Erie Design Guidelines ©2022 Perspectus Architecture



MOVING

Although moving a building is preferred over demolition, moving is 
considered the last resort to save a structure. Because a building’s 
connection with its original site is a primary defining feature of the 
structure’s character, separation from the site creates an interruption 
in the history and significance of the structure. If moving is 
permitted, the building should be placed on a site that resembles 
the original and oriented on the new site similarly to that of the 
original. 

Most anything can be saved, and recycling a building reduces our 
carbon footprint.

SALVAGE

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation indicate 
that salvaged materials, such as cornices from other buildings, 
should not be used. This position is clearly stated in Standard #3:  
“...Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such 
as adding conjectural features or architectural elements from other 
buildings, shall not be undertaken.”

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Do not use salvaged materials from other buildings.
• Instead, when replacing missing or severely deteriorated elements, 

provide new elements based on documentary evidence.

This structure has been neglected and is not dry or safe.
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APPENDICES
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D

Detail / Craft: The method of assembly 
of the building components and the 
quality of work and material used in the 
assembly of the building image.

Dormer: A structural extension of a 
building’s roof intended to provide light 
and headroom in an attic space; usually 
contains a window or windows on its 
vertical face.

Double-Hung Window: (below) A 
window with two balanced sashes, with 
one sliding over the other vertically.

A

Architectural Features: The visual 
arrangement of the exterior of a 
structure, including but not limited 
to type, color, texture of materials, 
components, and finishes. The features 
include but are not limited to windows, 
doors, lights, and signs.

Architrave: In classical architecture, a 
horizontal element resting on columns 
or piers; in current usage, the trim 
elements around window and door 
openings.

B

Baluster: Vertical member, usually of 
wood or stone, which supports the 
railing of a porch or the handrail of a 
stairway.

Balustrade: Railing or parapet 
consisting of a handrail on balusters; 
sometimes also includes a bottom rail.

Bay: A spatial structural unit of a 
building, sometimes marked by 
fenestration or vertical elements such as 
columns or piers. A structure protruding 
out from a wall.

Bay Window: See Oriel Window.

Belt Course: A horizontal band around 
the exterior of a building, often of a 
contrasting material or finish.

Beveled Siding: Tapered wood siding 
that overlaps for weather protection. It 
is applied horizontally to buildings of 
frame construction.

APPENDIX A
GLOSSARY

Bond: The method of masonry 
construction which is used to hold 
multi-wythe brick walls together (Ex: 
Common bond, Flemish bond, English 
bond).

Bracket: A projecting member, 
often decorative, which supports an 
overhanging element such as a cornice.

Bulkhead: The unit that occupies the 
lowest level of a storefront and can be 
described as the base which supports 
the display window.

C

Capital: The uppermost part of a 
column or other support.

Casement Window: A type of window 
with side hinges and a sash that swings 
outward.

Column: A supporting post consisting 
of base, shaft, capital; may be fluted or 
smooth.

Coping: The capping member of a wall 
or parapet, often consisting of masonry 
units.

Corbel: A bracket form produced 
by courses of wood or masonry that 
extend in successive stages from the 
wall surface.

Cornice: The projecting uppermost 
portion of a wall; often treated in a 
decorative manner with brackets.

E

Efflorescence: An unsightly crystalline 
deposit caused by evaporation of 
alkaline salts either in the building 
materials or transported by capillarity 
from the ground.

Entablature: The construction above 
the classical column, consisting of 
architrave, frieze, and cornice. 

F

Fabric: A connotation relating to the 
physical aspects of a building, structure, 
or city, referring to an interweaving of 
its component parts.

Facade: The architectural “face” of a 
building, though it can be applied to all 
sides. 

Fascia: A flat horizontal member used 
as a facing at the ends of roof rafters.

Fenestration: Pattern of window and 
door openings in a wall.

Finial: The decorative, pointed terminus 
of a roof or roof form.

Flashing: Flat metal or other material 
that is used to keep water from 
penetrating the joint between different 
surfaces and materials, such as around 
the chimney on a roof.

Form: The geometric shape of the 
building components and their 
interaction to create a whole image.

Frieze / Frieze Board: Board between 
soffit and sidewall of cladding brick, 
siding, or stucco. Alternatively, a 
component of classical entablature.

Dutchman: A repair to stone where a 
new piece of stone is fit to fill a void 
in an existing piece of stone. The new 
stone may be mortared into place and 
pinned.
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G

Gable: The triangular section of the end 
wall of a pitched roof.

Glazing: Glass fitted into windows or 
doors.

H

Hoodmold: Decorative, projecting 
element placed over a window; may 
extend down the sides of a window as 
well as surround the top.

I

Infill Buildings: A new building 
constructed on a site with one or more 
of its walls adjoining buildings on 
adjacent sites.

In-Kind: Replacement of one element 
of a building with another of the same 
material, design, size, and appearance.

J

Jamb: The side of a doorway or window 
opening.

L

Lites: Openings between the mullions 
and muntins of a window, usually 
glazed; an individual pane of glass.

Lintel: Horizontal structural element at 
the top of a window or door; it carries 
the load of the wall above and may be 
of wood, stone, or metal.

M

Maintenance: The repair of an existing 
product, finish, or material without 
making an alteration.

Massing: The interaction of height, 
width, depth, and proportion, thus 
forming a visual image of size.

Mullion: A vertical member that divides 
window sash, doors, or panels set close 
together in a series.

Muntin: The pieces that make up the 
small subdivisions in a multi-pane glass 
window.

O

Oriel Window: A projecting bay that 
forms an extension of the interior 
floor space. If curved, it is also called a 
bowfront. If the projection extends from 
an upper story, the proper term is oriel 
window.

Ornamentation: An applied and 
incorporated decoration used to 
embellish the building. Examples are 
cornices, window hoods, columns, and 
quoins.

P

Pane: A sheet of glass for a 
comparatively small opening in a 
window sash or door as opposed to a 
large sheet of plate glass, as in a display 
window.

Parapet: The portion of an exterior wall 
that rises entirely above the roof, usually 
in the form of a low retaining wall; the 
parapet may be shaped or stepped.

Pattern Book: An illustrated guide 
to architecture including measured 
drawings of a building’s elevations, 
plans, sections, and details. Most 
popular in the United States during the 
18th and 19th centuries, these books 
were utilized by carpenters, architects, 
and their clients, primarily in domestic 
design.

Pediment: The triangular face of a 
roof gable; or a gable which is used 
in porches, or as a decoration over 
windows, doors, and dormers.

Pier: A vertical structural member, more 
massive than a column, often square or 
rectangular in plan, which supports a 
load.

Pilaster: A member appearing to be an 
engaged pier or column with its base, 
shaft, and capital, but providing no 
support.

Plate Glass: A high-quality float glass 
sheet, formed by rolling molten glass 
into a plate that is subsequently ground 
and polished on both sides after 
cooling.

Portico: An entrance porch, usually 
supported by columns and sheltering 
the entry.
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Preservation Professional: An individual 
trained in the practice of preservation 
and/or preservation architecture who 
meets one or more federal standards 
(36 CFR 61) for Architecture, Historic 
Architecture, Architectural History, 
History and/or Historic Preservation 
Planning. The State Historic Preservation 
Office for Pennsylvania keeps a list of 
these professionals.

Prism Glass: Small panes of prismatic 
glass, usually set in wood or metal 
framework in the transom over a 
storefront or entrance, used to diffuse 
or direct natural light into a deep, poorly 
lit space.

Proportion: The relationship in size, 
dimension, scale, etc. of the various 
elements of the building to themselves 
and the image as a whole.

Q

Quoin: In masonry, a hard stone or brick 
used to reinforce an outside corner or 
edge of a wall: often distinguished by 
size, formal cutting, more conspicuous 
jointing, or difference in texture from 
adjacent masonry.

R

Repointing: The process of removing 
deteriorated mortar from the joints of a 
masonry wall and replacing it with new 
mortar.

Return: The continuation of a projection 
or cornice in a different direction, 
usually around a corner at a right angle.

S

Sash: The framework of the window 
that supports the glass. Sash may be 
fixed, sliding, hinged, or pivoted.

Sill: The framing member that forms the 
lower part of window or door opening.

Setback: The distance between the 
front of a land parcel and the facade of 
a building.

Sheathing: A subsurface material, 
usually wood, which covers exterior 
walls or roofs before application of 
siding or roofing materials.

Sidelight: A glass panel, usually of 
multiple panes, at either side of a 
door; often used in conjunction with a 
transom.

Soffit: A flat wood member used as a 
finished undersurface for an overhead 
exposed part of a building, such as 
a cornice. Commonly found on the 
underside of eaves. 

Spalling: (right) A condition of brick or 
stone in which layers break off parallel 
to the plane of the building and fall 
away. This is usually caused by internal 
pressures due to trapped water or salt 
crystallization.

Spandrel: In frame construction, the 
spandrel is the blank space between 
windows in successive stories. 

Style: The characteristic form, features, 
and elements during a specific period 
in history. Examples are Federal, Greek 
Revival, Italianate, Tudor, International, 
Moderne, etc.

T

Texture: The feel or shape of a 
surface visually created by shadows 
and tangibly created by physical 
characteristics.

Transom: A glass panel placed over a 
door or window to provide additional 
natural light and ventilation to the 
interior of the building. Used on both 
residential and commercial buildings.

Turret: A corbelled projection, usually 
located at a corner.

V

Vapor Barrier: A waterproof material 
that is used to prevent moisture from 
migrating from damp to dry areas, 
where it may condense and cause 
problems.

Vernacular: Architecture that draws 
more on folk traditions and forms, 
stressing basic functionalism, economy, 
and utility rather than the rules, 
principles, and ornamentation of 
high-style architecture. May contain 
secondary high-style design elements.

W

Wythe: A continuous vertical section of 
masonry one unit in thickness. A wythe 
may be independent of, or interlocked 
with, the masonry behind it.
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1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed 
in a new use that requires minimal change to the defining 
characteristics of the building and its site and environment.

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and 
preserved. The removal of historic materials or alternation 
of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be 
avoided.

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of 
its time, place and use. Changes that create a false sense of 
historical development, such as adding conjectural features 
or architectural elements from other buildings, shall not be 
undertaken.

4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have 
acquired historic significance in their own right shall be retained 
and preserved.

5. Distinctive features, finishes and construction techniques or 
examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property shall be 
preserved.

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than 
replaced. Where the severity of deterioration requires 
replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match 
the old in design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, 
where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features 
shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or pictorial 
evidence.

The Standards (Department of Interior regulations, 36 CFR 67) 
pertain to historic buildings of all materials, construction types, sizes, 
and occupancy, and encompass the exterior and the interior, related 
landscape features, and the building’s site and environment, as well 
as attached, adjacent, or related new construction. The Standards 
are to be applied to specific rehabilitation projects in a reasonable 
manner, taking into consideration economic and technical feasibility.

Refer to www.nps.gov/tps/standards/applying-rehabilitation.htm for 
greater explanation.

APPENDIX B
SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR'S 
STANDARDS FOR REHABILITATION

7. Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, 
that cause damage to historic materials, shall not be used. 
The surface cleaning of structures, if appropriate, shall be 
undertaken using the gentlest means possible.

8. Significant archaeological resources affected by a project 
shall be protected and preserved. If such resources must be 
disturbed, mitigation measures shall be undertaken.

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction 
shall not destroy historic materials that characterize the 
property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 
and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and 
architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the 
property and its environment.

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall 
be undertaken in such a manner that if removed in the future, 
the essential form and integrity of the historic property and its 
environment would be unimpaired.
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WHY AND HOW TO HIRE AN ARCHITECT
https://aiapa.org

To obtain a building permit, a building owner 
must submit construction documents signed 
and sealed by a Registered Architect (RA) in the 
State of Pennsylvania. Most RAs are members 
of the American Institute of Architects (AIA), 
an advocacy organization for the architecture 
field. The AIA maintains an informative website 
(www.aia.org). The Pennsylvania Chapter 
AIA website details the benefits of hiring an 
Architect, as well as providing a directory.

APPENDIX C
RESOURCES FOR INFORMATION OR ASSISTANCE

STATE RESOURCES

Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission 
https://www.phmc.pa.gov/Preservation/About/

The Pennsylvanial Historical and Museum  
Commission (PHMC) is the official history agency  
of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 

Pennsylvania Heritage Foundation 
https://www.paheritage.org/ 

The Pennsylvania Heritage Foundation (PHF) is the 
non-profit 501(c)(3) partner of the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC). PHMC 
is the state’s official history agency, who collects, 
preserves, researches, and interprets Pennsylvania's 
historic heritage. Through private contributions, PHF 
continues to partner with PHMC to protect and provide 
access to 23 historic sites and museums, approximately 
5 million objects, and 237 million archival items. 

Preservation Pennsylvania 
www.preservationpa.org

Preservation Pennsylvania is the Commonwealth's only 
private statewide nonprofit organization dedicated to 
helping people protect and preserve the historic places 
that matter to them.

LOCAL RESOURCES

City of Erie Department of Planning and 
Neighborhood Resources 
626 State Street, Erie, PA 16501 
https://cityof.erie.pa.us/city-planning/

City of Erie Historic Review Commission 
https://cityof.erie.pa.us/historic-review-commission/

Erie County Historical Society 
356 W. 6th Street, Erie, PA 16507 
https://www.eriehistory.org 
(814) 454-1813

Preservation Erie 
https://preservationerie.org/

Raymond M. Blasco, M.D. Memorial Library 
Erie County Public Library 
160 East Front Street, Erie, PA 16507

Code and Ordinances 
https://cityof.erie.pa.us/government/departments/
code-enforcement/ 

Building Permits 
https://cityof.erie.pa.us/business/applications/permits/ 

Safety and Sidewalk Closing 
https://www.osha.gov/doc/highway_workzones/
mutcd/figures.html 

Historic Preservation 
https://cityof.erie.pa.us/city-planning/historic-
preservation-task-force/

Historic Architecture Research 
http://eriebuildings.info/

NATIONAL RESOURCES

National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior 
www.nps.gov/tps/ 
This site has information about the Technical 
Preservation Services offered by the National Park 
Service, including information about programs such as 
the Federal Historic Tax Credit, preservation legislation/
standards/guidelines, and training. Through the 
Education & Training tab, there is access to webinars, 
online training modules, and printed publications 
designed for use by historic owners, architects, 
contractors, developers, and members of design review 
boards.

www.nps.gov/tps/education/print-pubs.htm 
This National Park Service site provides a list of free 
Technical Preservation Services publications that can 
be ordered online.

Preservation Trades Network 
ptn.org 
This website connects practitioners of the traditional 
building trades (slate and metal roofers, stone 
masons, timber framers, window and door restoration 
craftsmen, and ornamental plasterers for example), but 
is open to anyone interested. Individual membership 
is for a nominal annual fee, but provides access to 
member directories and educational content.

PreserveNet 
www.preservnet.cornell.edu 
This website contains information about conferences, 
educational programs, and an extensive list of links to 
other preservation websites.

Downtown Erie Design Guidelines  101©2022 Perspectus Architecture



Technical Preservation Services, 
a division of the National 
Park Service, has assisted 
homeowners, preservation 
professionals (see glossary), 
organizations, and government 
agencies by publishing easy-to-
read guidance on preserving, 
rehabilitating, and restoring 
historic buildings. Preservation 
Briefs can be ordered in print 
and downloaded as PDFs at 
www.nps.gov/TPS/how-to-
preserve/briefs.htm

INDEX OF PRESERVATION BRIEFS

17. Architectural Character: Identifying 
the Visual Aspects of Historic 
Buildings as an Aid to Preserving 
Their Character

18. Rehabilitating Interiors in Historic 
Buildings: Identifying Character-
Defining Elements

19. The Repair and Replacement of 
Historic Wooden Shingle Roofs

20. The Preservation of Historic Barns

21. Repairing Historic Flat Plaster Walls 
and Ceilings

22. The Preservation and Repair of 
Historic Stucco

23. Preserving Historic Ornamental 
Plaster

24. Heating, Ventilating, and Cooling 
Historic Buildings: Problems and 
Recommended Approaches

25. The Preservation of Historic Signs

26. The Preservation and Repair of 
Historic Log Buildings

27. The Maintenance and Repair of 
Architectural Cast Iron

28. Painting Historic Interiors

29. The Repair, Replacement and 
Maintenance of Historic Slate Roofs

30. The Preservation and Repair of 
Historic Clay Tile Roofs

31. Mothballing Historic Buildings

32. Making Historic Properties 
Accessible

33. The Preservation and Repair of 
Historic Stained and Leaded Glass

34. Applied Decoration for Historic 
Interiors: Preserving Composition 
Ornament

35. Understanding Old Buildings 
The Process of Architectural 
Investigation

36. Protecting Cultural Landscapes: 
Planning, Treatment and 
Management of Historic Landscapes

37. Appropriate Methods for Reducing 
Lead-Paint Hazards in Historic 
Housing

38. Removing Graffiti from Historic 
Masonry

39. Holding the Line: Controlling 
Unwanted Moisture in Historic 
Buildings

40. Preserving Historic Ceramic Tile 
Floors

41. The Seismic Retrofit of Historic 
Buildings

42. The Maintenance, Repair and 
Replacement of Historic Cast Stone

43. The Preparation and Use of Historic 
Structure Reports

44. The Use of Awnings on Historic 
Buildings: Repair, Replacement & 
New Design

45. Preserving Historic Wooden Porches

46. The Preservation and Reuse of 
Historic Gas Stations

47. Maintaining the Exterior of Small and 
Medium Size Historic Buildings

48. Preserving Grave Markers in Historic 
Cemeteries

49. Historic Decorative Metal Ceilings 
and Walls: Use, Repair, and 
Replacement

50. Lightning Protection for Historic 
Buildings

1. Cleaning and Water-Repellent 
Treatments for Historic Masonry 
Buildings

2. Repointing Mortar Joints in Historic 
Masonry Buildings

3. Improving Energy Efficiency in 
Historic Buildings

4. Roofing for Historic Buildings

5. The Preservation of Historic Adobe 
Buildings

6. Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to 
Historic Buildings

7. The Preservation of Historic Glazed 
Architectural Terra-cotta

8. Aluminum and Vinyl Siding 
on Historic Buildings: The 
Appropriateness of Substitute 
Materials for Resurfacing Historic 
Wood Frame Buildings

9. The Repair of Historic Wooden 
Windows

10. Exterior Paint Problems on Historic 
Woodwork

11. Rehabilitating Historic Storefronts

12. The Preservation of Historic 
Pigmented Structural Glass (Vitrolite 
and Carrara Glass)

13. The Repair and Thermal Upgrading 
of Historic Steel Windows

14. New Exterior Additions to Historic 
Buildings: Preservation Concerns

15. Preservation of Historic Concrete

16. The Use of Substitute Materials on 
Historic Building Exteriors
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10. Stair Tower Additions: Exterior Stair/
Elevator Tower Additions

11. School Buildings: Interior 
Alterations to School Buildings to 
Accommodate New Uses

12. School Buildings: Rehabilitation and 
Adaptive Reuse of Schools

13. Storefronts: Repair/Replacement of 
Missing or Altered Storefronts

14. Adding New Openings: New 
Openings in Secondary Elevations or 
Introducing New Windows in Blank 
Walls

15. Industrial Interiors: Treatment of 
Interiors in Industrial Buildings

16. Loading Door Openings: New Infill 
for Historic Loading Door Openings

17. Interior Parking: Adding Parking to 
the Interior of Historic Buildings

18. New Additions: New Additions to 
Mid Size Historic Buildings

19. Interior Finishes: Deteriorated Plaster 
Finishes

20. School Buildings: Converting Historic 
School Buildings for Residential Use

21. Adding New Openings: Adding New 
Openings on Secondary Elevations

22. Adding New Openings: Adding New 
Entrances to Historic Buildings

23. Windows: Selecting New Windows 
to Replace Non-Historic Windows

24. Corridors: Installing New Systems in 
Historic Corridors

ITS Bulletins assist building 
owners in applying the Standards 
to rehabilitation projects. Each 
Bulletin references the relevant 
standards. 
The bulletins are case-specific and 
are provided as guidance only; 
they are not necessarily applicable 
beyond the unique facts and 
circumstances of each case.

INDEX TO INTERPRETING THE STANDARDS (ITS) BULLETINS

1. Interior Plan: Changes to Shotgun 
Interior Plan

2. Garage Door Openings: New Infill for 
Historic Garage Openings

3. New Additions: New Additions to 
Mid-Size Historic Buildings

4. Exterior Doors: Inappropriate 
Replacement Doors

5. Exposed Interior Brick: Removing 
Interior Plaster to Expose Brick

6. Significant Spaces: Preserving 
Historic Church Interiors

7. Interior Finishes: Painting Previously 
Unpainted Woodwork

8. Interior Alterations: Interior 
Alterations to Detached Residences 
to Accommodate New Functions

9. Porches: Inappropriate Porch 
Alterations

25. Interior Finishes: Altering the 
Character of Historically Finished 
Interiors

26. Entrances and Doors: Entrance 
Treatments

27. Awnings: Adding Awnings to 
Historic Storefronts and Entrances

28. Corridors: Corridors in Historic 
Highrise Apartment Buildings and 
Hotels

29. Garage Doors: Adding Vehicular 
Entrances and Garage Doors to 
Historic Buildings

30. New Entries: New Entries on Mill 
Buildings

31. Interior Features: Retaining 
Distinctive Corridor Features

32. Roofing Materials: Slate Roof 
Treatments

33. Secondary Elevations: Alterations to 
Rear Elevations

34. Additions: Completing Never-Built 
Portions of a Historic Building

35. Interior Plans: Changes to Shotgun 
Interior Plan

36. Rooftop Additions

37. Rear Additions: Rear Additions to 
Historic Houses

38. Alterations Without Historical Basis

39. Site and Setting: Changes to Historic 
Site

40. Corridors: Corridors in Historic 

School Buildings

41. Incompatible Alterations to the 
Setting and Environment of a 
Historic Property

42. Industrial Bridges in Mill Complexes

43. Converting Fire Escapes to 
Balconies in Mill Complexes

44. Subdividing Significant Historic 
Interior Spaces

45. Adding or Modifying Fly Lofts on 
Historic Theaters

46. Modifying Historic Interior Railings 
to Meet Building Code

47. Rooftop Additions on Mid-Size 
Historic Buildings

48. Replacement of Missing or Altered 
Storefronts

49. Designing Compatible Replacement 
Storefronts

50. Reusing Special Use Structures

51. Installing New Systems in Historic 
Buildings

52. Incorporating Solar Panels in a 
Rehabilitation Project

53. Designing New Additions to Provide 
Accessibility

54. Installing Green Roofs on Historic 
Buildings

55. Retaining Industrial Character in 
Historic Buildings

56. Alterations Without Historical Basis

Downtown Erie Design Guidelines  103©2022 Perspectus Architecture



OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORIC REHABILITATION TAX CREDIT (FEDERAL)

The Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit is available for historic 
buildings listed in the National Register of Historic Places, either 
individually or as part of a registered historic district. To use the 
credit, a building must be “income-producing;” that is, used for 
industrial, commercial, office, or residential rental purposes. The 
rehabilitation must be “substantial;” the project cost is at least 
as much as the adjusted basis in the property (the value of the 
property without the land) or $5,000, whichever is greater. The 
rehabilitation work must be “certified” as complying with the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.

The Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit is a credit of 20% of the cost 
of the building’s rehabilitation and is taken as a credit against federal 
income taxes owed by the building’s owner. Therefore the tax credit 
is the same as a 20% discount on the cost of rehabilitation. The 
acquisition cost of the building cannot be counted as part of the 
amount on which the credit is taken, nor may the cost of additions 
or enlargements to the building be counted. When rehabilitation is 
complete, the depreciable basis of the property must be reduced by 
the amount of the credit.

Because of the tax situations of building owners can vary, anyone 
considering use of the Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit should 
consult a tax advisor before proceeding. Staff members at the 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC) are 
available to answer questions regarding the certification process.

FUNDING SOURCES

LOCAL FACADE GRANTS

The City of Erie’s Department of Economic and Community 
Development team can answer questions regarding their grant 
programs. Please note that the below grants can be used as a 
match for the Erie Downtown Partnership’s facade improvement 
reimbursement grant.

Flagship Facade Fund: The City of Erie has multiple grants for 
businesses located within the City of Erie, including a new facade 
grant of up to $5,000. Information and an application are available:

https://cityof.erie.pa.us/flagshipfund/ 

HUD Grant: The City of Erie has multiple grants for businesses 
located within the City of Erie, including a United States Department 
of Housing and Urban Development grant of up to $20,000 to 
$50,000. Information and an application are available:

https://cityof.erie.pa.us/facade-improvement/ 

ERIE DOWNTOWN PARTNERSHIP GRANTS 

These grants are specifically for member property owners and 
businesses located within the designated Downtown Improvement 
District, which incorporates the area from the Bayfront to 14th 
Street and from Holland to Sassafras Streets.
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OVERVIEW OF THE PENNSYLVANIA PRESERVATION TAX CREDIT (HPTC)

The Pennsylvania Historic Preservation Tax Credit (HPTC) is 
available for qualified historic buildings listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places, either individually or as part of a 
registered historic district, or has a preliminary determination for 
individual listing or appears to contribute to the significance of a 
registered historic district. To use the credit, a building must be 
“income-producing,” just as it is required for the federal historic tax 
credit.

The HPTC program, administered jointly by the Pennsylvania 
Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED) 
and Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission, reviews 
applications on a first-come, first-served basis by the due date. The 
tax credits should not exceed 25% of the qualified expenditures 
for the completed project, and may be increased to 30% for a 
workforce housing project. There is a cap of $500,000 in each fiscal 
year to a qualified taxpayer; the Commonwealth issues $5 million 
in tax credits per fiscal year and awards them equitably across 
regions of Pennsylvania. Applications must include a qualified 
rehabilitation plan approved by the Pennsylvania Historical & 
Museum Commission.

Applications can be submitted during one month each year 
(generally October). When combined with the federal historic tax 
credit, the credit may be worth as much as a 45-50% discount on 
the cost of rehabilitation. Applications consists of photographs of 
the building and its surroundings, a map showing the boundaries of 
the historic district and the location of the building, and a statement 
of historic and architectural significance.

Staff members of the Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission 
can answer questions on the certification process. Consultation with 
a tax advisor is also recommended.
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EVERY 3 MONTHS

Gutters and Downspouts

 � Clogs (watch during a heavy rain)

 � Loose or sagging gutters, or gutters sloped 
the wrong way (should slope toward the 
downspout)

 � Broken seams in gutters or downspouts

 � Downspout broken off at the foundation

EVERY 6 MONTHS

Roof

 � Missing slates, shingles or tiles

 � Tears, holes or blisters in the roof materials

 � Split seams or rust on metal roofs

 � Sagging ridge lines

 � Flashing pulled away or missing at ridges and 
valleys

Masonry

 � Loose or missing mortar

 � Cracks in the masonry or mortar joints

 � Growth of moss or green stain on masonry 
(moisture problem)

 � Blistering or peeling paint (moisture problem)

 � Bulging walls (structural problem)

A SURVEY CHECKLIST: WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Exterior Wood Siding and Trim

 � Blistering and peeling paint

 � Growth of moss or green stain on wood 
(moisture problem)

 � Cracks or warps in wood boards

 � Rotted wood (Probe the wood with a sharp 
instrument like a pocket knife or pick; the 
wood should resist penetration; if it crumbles, 
then damage has occurred.)

Windows and Doors

 � Cracks in sealant around window and door 
frames

 � Loose panes of glass or gaps in glazing putty

 � Broken sash cords or other hardware

 � Cracks, warps or decayed wood in windows 
sash or frame

 � Cracks, decayed wood or warps in exterior 
doors

Ornamentation

 � Blistering, cracking or peeling paint

 � Excessive layers of paint which obscure 
features

 � Cracks, dents, hollows or missing pieces

 � Rust, corrosion or holes in metal

 � Chipped plaster, terra cotta or stone

 � Deteriorated wood

Porches

 � Wood floor boards that buckle or are 
rotted (tongue and groove porch flooring is 
particularly susceptible to water penetration)

 � Decay at base of wood columns

 � Damp or musty smell caused by lack of 
ventilation beneath the porch

 � Stained or deteriorated ceiling (roof leaks or 
porch is pulling away)

Storefronts

 � Deteriorated wood, metal, brick or stone 
materials

 � Blistering, cracking or peeling paint

 � Broken glass in windows, doors and transoms

 � Missing features

EVERY 12 MONTHS

Foundation

 � Cracks in foundation wall (watch over several 
months to see if it is active)

 � Tilting or leaning foundation walls

 � Loose or crumbling mortar

 � Growth of moss or green stain (moisture 
problem)

 � Wet or damp basements (poor foundation 
drainage)

Checklist reprinted with permission: Old Building Owner’s 
Manual, by Judith L. Kitchen. (Columbus: Ohio Historical 
Society, 1983).
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