
HISTORIC REVI EW CO MMISSION O F PITTSBUR GH

DESIGN GUIDELINES:
NEW GARAG ES
 A . Introduc tion

1. D uring the first de ca de of the twe ntieth century, owne rs hip of a utomobiles  in the  United States be came
wide sprea d.  This  led to the conve rsion of many olde r sta bles and c arria ge  hous es into ga rages , a nd the first cons truction
of buildings  s pec ifica lly des igned to s helte r c ars.  B y the  1920s, frees ta nding ga ra ges  had be come commonplac e.  Some 
of thes e garages we re de signe d to match the arc hitec tural s tyle of the main house; othe rs  we re  simple utilita ria n
structure s.  They w ere  built with a w ide range of ma te ria ls : brick, w ood s iding or s hingles, s tuc co, patterne d c oncre te 
bloc ks, a nd even thin embos se d metal sheets, with standard roofing ma teria ls of the  da y (slate, clay tiles , metal, a nd
as phalt s hingles).  Windows  w ere  usua lly ins talle d in the  s ide  w alls of the garage s.  The  ea rlies t garage doors we re 
side -hinged ba rn-type doors , or bi-fold doors, or sliding doors.  Sec tiona liz ed roll-up doors and  single-pie ce sw ing-up
doors bec ame  popula r a fter 1920.

2. D uring the 1920s , a rc hitec ts of subs tantial free-standing houses  bega n to incorporate ga ra ges  into the
de sign of the hous e.  A t first, they w ere  built close  to the house , and connected to it by pergolas, w alkwa ys, a nd
wa lls.  Late r, in c ertain s tyles , garages we re built a s part of the house itself, oc cupying a forma l (Colonia l Revival
style) or informa l (Tudor) position in the arc hitec tural c ompos ition.  In some  de ns ely-built urban area s, garages
we re  even built into the  ra is ed ba sements of hous es.  In all c as es, the visua l impa ct of the ga rage was 
minimiz ed.

 B . Zoning variance s

1. B eca us e of the  s ize s of the lots in Pitts burgh's historic dis tricts, it ma y be ne ces sa ry to obta in a zoning
va rianc e from the  Zoning Board of Adjus tme nt be fore a new  gara ge  ma y be cons tructed.  This varia nce , if
ne eded, s hould be  obta ined prior to filing a n a pplic ation for the revie w a nd approva l of the H RC .  To de te rmine  if
you mus t see k suc h a variance , c all the Zoning O ffice  a t 255-2181. If it is  ne eded, c all the Zoning Boa rd of A djustment

applica tion counter at 255-2659 for information.

 C . Des ign guidelines

1. D esigns for ne w garages that me et the follow ing guidelines ca n be administra tively approve d by the
staff of the  H RC.   De signs  that do not me et the guide lines  must be  re viewe d and a pproved by the HRC 
itse lf be fore the y may be c onstruc ted.

2. Loca tion: G arage s should be loc ated at the rea r of a building lot.  If an alle y e xists  behind the lot, the  gara ge 
should open into that alley.  If there is no alle y, then a drive way to the  ga ra ge could be c onstruc ted betw ee n
the house  and one  of its  ne ighbors .

3. Form: Fre e-s ta nding ga ra ges  s hould be  s imple  Re ctangular boxes .  If a  ga ra ge ha s a  flat roof, the n the 
exte rior walls  should rise above  the roofline to form a parape t.  If the  roof is pitc hed (with the  ridge of
the roof running eithe r from front to back, or from side to side ) or hipped, then the roof should end in
projecting e aves.  The  e ave s can be ope n, with exposed rafter ends , or close d, with a soffit a nd fa sc ia;
both should be  equippe d with gutters  a nd downs pouts .

4. Size : Early ga rages  we re  10 to 12 fee t wide by 18 to 24 fee t dee p, with an eight-by-eight- foot doorway.
Wide r garage s we re  built in multiple s of the 10-to-12-foot ba y widths, with se pa rate garage doors for
ea ch ba y.
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5. Ma te ria ls : W he n a  gara ge  is  visible from the  ma in (front) s tre et be hind a fre e-sta nding hous e, the materials of
the garage s hould mimic the  mate rials  of the  hous e behind w hic h it is  cons tructed.  How ever, a  more  utilita rian
de sign is  ac ce pta ble a s well.  In row house  neighborhoods, the utilita ria n des ign is the  most a ppropria te .

  a. Ac ce pta ble M aterials: Body of the  gara ge : The  wa lls fac ing a  stre et or alle y 
should be  fa ce d w ith brick, s tuc co, horizontal wood siding, smooth (not wood-
grained) horiz ontal aluminum or vinyl s iding (w ith four- or five -inch exposures ), 
ve rtica l tongue-a nd-groove wood board s iding (not grooved plyw ood or T-1-11), or 
ve rtica l boa rd-and-batte n s iding.  On the sides  that a re le ss visible , the  ga ra ge wa lls  
ma y be built w ith c onc re te block, as long as  the block is  painte d.

  b. For the gables: The w alls in the gable s s hould be fac ed with horiz ontal s iding, if 
they are not masonry.

 c. For the soffit and fas cia of the  e ave s: The soffit a nd fa sc ia should be constructe d 
with wood boards.  The  gutters s hould be half-round in profile , although K -style 
gutters  a re often a cce ptable.  The  downspouts s hould be  round.

  d. For the roof: If the roof is flat, then it is not visible from the  stre et or alle y a nd is  
therefore  not under the juris dic tion of the His toric  R eview  Commiss ion.  If it is 
sloped, then the roof should be covered with blac k or dark gray a sphalt s hingles  or 
be tter: c lay tile s, slates, or s ta nding-se am me ta l.

  e. For the windows : Simple one -over-one-light double -hung windows  a re 
appropria te for use  in the side wa lls  of garage s.

  f. For the door s: On a ma in stree t, pa ne led w ood vehicular doors are  s trongly 
preferred, a lthough pa ne led meta l doors  are acc eptable .  On an a lle y, pa ne led meta l 
or w ood doors are  preferred (and required if the building is his toric ), although flush 
doors a re  ac ce pta ble.  A ll ga ra ge doors  s hould be  painte d.  Pede stria n doors  should 
be  pane le d only.  D oors with gla ss  pa ne ls or se ctions are  preferable to doors  w ithout 
glas s.

6. Pa inting: U npainte d brick should not be painte d, but mos t other ma te ria ls  should be  pa inted.  Ra w unpainte d
conc rete block and wood should never be  le ft unpa inted.  Pa int c olors  should be  subdued, and blend in with the
colors in the general vicinity.  W hen the ga rage is visible  be hind the main house, its color s che me  should ma tch
that of the house .

7. Ca rports: O pe n-s ided shelters for automobiles are a cc eptable as  long as  they a re hidde n behind a  fenc e or
ga te , s o tha t the  visible s egments  appe ar like a full garage, or a pe rgola  or othe r tra ditional yard s tructure .  The
corners  s hould be  s turdy-looking built-up supports (box c olumns or wa ll se gme nts), a nd not s ingle  w ood posts.
The roof should c onform to the garage  roof guideline s, with siding in the gable s, and s iding e xte nding down the
side s of the  c arport a s far a s the y a re  visible .

(GUI DEL INES\ GA RAGES.DOC) 


