


Thank you for all the great input we are receiving!






The project is currently on schedule.









Massing is a combination of volume (height x width x depth) plus the arrangement of forms
within the building. In the graphic to the right, all of these shapes are made up of eight
cubes, so they have the same volume. However, the cubes are arranged in different ways.
We can think of these as buildings.

The City of Houston’s historic preservation ordinance requires additions and new
construction to be similar to surrounding contributing buildings in terms of massing (among
other things). If a historic district was made up of mostly Figure A shapes, and someone
wanted to construct a new building there, a Figure D shape would not be compatible — it
does not have similar massing, because the building shapes are arranged differently, even
though it is the same volume as a Figure A.



Here are examples of four different houses in the Houston area, all about the same size --
2400 square feet -- but the way that volume is arranged is very different. In large part,
that’s because they were built in different decades, and the design of each house reflects
changing tastes and trends in architecture. That’s the same thing that happens in historic
districts.

The 1965 example is low and long with strong diagonal elements, very typical of the
Mid-Century Modern period in which it was built.

The 1980s example is a style that our standard guide to architectural styles for historic
preservation (Virginia McAlester’s Field Guide to American Houses) calls “New
Traditional,” and this is the Colonial Revival version. Built between 1935 and today, this
style is often easy to identify by the composition of the fagade and simplified
architectural details. For example, an actual Colonial Revival house from the 1920s
would have had a symmetrical fagade, with windows that mostly matched each other in
size and shape. This fagade is asymmetrical with an assortment of different windows.
Built in the 2000s, the “Millenium Mansion” has been the predominant style in
American subdivisions from late 1980s to the present. Vertical massing allows more
square footage within the same footprint than a one-story ranch home. This style is
characterized by a complex high-pitched roof and tall (often two-story) dominant entry
way; a variety of window shapes and sizes; and multiple wall cladding materials.

The 2015 home is modern and comprised of highly simplified forms, with minimal
decorative details.



We can look at those houses another way -- in terms of the building blocks that are put
together to create those volumes. This is what we mean when we talk about the
arrangement of forms in a building and how that contributes to massing. Massing can be
simple — as in the 1985 and 2015 examples, or complex —in the 2005 example.



Each of the dimensions in the volume also contributes to the overall effect. First let’s talk
about height.

The bottom left image shows infill construction on the left, which is much larger than the
existing houses. Even though the house on the right is two stories, the foundation height
and first-story height is similar to the one-story house in the middle.

In the upper right image, the new house on the left has been designed to match its
neighbor’s height at these key points.
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Both of these homes, which are contributing buildings in Houston historic districts, are very
wide. This is all right because they are set on large lots. While they are much wider than
would be appropriate for Heights-area historic districts, they are perfectly appropriate for
their own historic districts.

Along with the large lots on which they are located, the forms of these buildings help to
make the width of these houses less dramatic. The house in the top image has a bay
window, a dominant front gable wall, a chimney, and a part of the house that is set back,
on the left-hand side of this photo. The house in the lower image is even wider, but its
front facade is broken up by the overhanging porch roof; the second story over the garage
(rear left of this photo) draws your eye in the same direction as the porch, which also
makes the width seem less extreme.
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Here’s an example where height, width, and form all combine to create a building that’s
very dissimilar in massing compared with neighboring houses. In this case, the small house
in the upper image was replaced by the very large house in the lower image.

The new house is significantly taller and wider than its neighbors, and the effect of both of
these dimensions are amplified by nearly flat front elevation with large solid wall spaces
and windows. Minimizing any one of these elements would have helped to make this
house seem less massive.
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