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Subdividing Significant Interior Spaces

JOHN TESS

ertain building types inherently contain

significant interior spaces, the character of

which can be defined by their volume as well as
their architectural distinction. School buildings contain
cafeterias, gymnasiums and auditoriums; armories
contain drill halls; hotels contain ballrooms; fraternal
lodges contain ceremonial spaces; office buildings contain
lobbies; and bank buildings contain monumental banking
halls. The adaptive reuse of such spaces often hinges on
the ability to subdivide the space, either horizontally or
vertically. This article addresses the opportunities and
challenges of subdividing significant interior spaces in

historic tax credit (HTC) projects.

Assessing the Significance of Interior Spaces

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation
(Standards), which serve as the guidelines for the HTC
program, contain 10 general standards that are applied
to ensure that the distinctive or “character-defining”
features of a building are retained. For some projects, these
character-defining features can be the spaces themselves;
spaces that define the historic use of the building. The
Standards require that properties be reused in a manner
that minimally changes the defining characteristics of
the building thereby retaining the historic character of
the building. Any new work should be differentiated
from the historic, yet compatible in order to protect the
historic integrity of the building. These are factors that
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the National Park Service (NPS) considers in making
determinations on whether proposed work is appropriate
and ultimately approvable for HTC certification.

It is not uncommon in an HTC project to have large public
or assembly spaces for which there is no feasible reuse
without subdividing the space. The economics of the
project may not support the retention of a large volume
of space or there may not be a programmatic need for an
assembly room. Often, such spaces are mothballed, but
subdivision may be possible. Methods of subdivision
might include vertical subdivision (insertion of walls),
horizontal subdivision (insertion of a floor level) or
mezzanine creation. These are options that can be explored
in any HTC project containing a significant interior space.
Some recent projects involve programmatic requirements
that necessitate subdivision of lobbies because there are
multiple users within a building and the need for separate
tenant entrances.

In assessing the significance of interior spaces, the NPS
examines the floor plan, arrangement of spaces, and the
inherent hierarchy of interior spaces. Public and circulation
spaces are typically recognized as more important than
spaces that were not historically seen by the public.
These spaces are often architecturally distinguished and
typically assigned a higher level of significance than more
mundane or utilitarian spaces. Most commonly, there will
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continued from page 1

be greater opportunity for change in less significant and
less architecturally distinguished areas of the building
than in primary public spaces.

When reviewing an HTC project containing a significant

interior space, the NPS will also evaluate the role of a space

in defining the overall character of a building. A theater

building is defined by its primary interior public space—
the auditorium—-and subdividing such a monumental and

often ornate space is difficult without affecting the overall

character of the building. Church sanctuaries present

similar challenges, which is why this building type is not

commonly a candidate for HTC projects.

Another challenge can arise when interior monumental
spaces are expressed on the exterior of a building, such
as a multi-story banking hall with large, double-height
exterior windows. In evaluating whether the subdivision
of alarge bankinghall is approvable, the NPS will consider
the effect of the change on the perimeter wall, as well as,
the exterior of the building, and the visibility of such a
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change from the street will be evaluated and assessed.

In determining whether there is an opportunity for
subdivision, the NPS typically takes into consideration
the level of integrity of the space. Public spaces that
are original in form and finish may not be approved for
subdivision—-whereas spaces that have previously been
altered—or the character or integrity of the space has been
compromised by the removal of original features, may
present a greater opportunity for such change.

In planning a successful rehabilitation, an owner will
have a more straightforward path toward approval if
the hierarchy of spaces is recognized and maintained in
the rehabilitation. In the rehabilitation of a school, for
example, retaining an original auditorium as a community
or performance space is an easier path than a proposed
subdivision of what is generally regarded as a significant
and architecturally detailed space. By contrast, that
school’s gymnasium, which might be less architecturally
sophisticated, may be a better candidate for subdivision.

continued on page 3

was constructed in 1963-65.
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PMC Properties rehabilitated the Bell Telephone Company of Pennsylvania Western Headquarters Building in Pittsburgh, Pa.

continued from page 2

A creative design team can often arrive at approvable
solutions to permit the subdivision of significant interior
spaces.

Subdivided Interior Spaces in HTC Projects

There are a variety of means to subdivide a voluminous
space. Partitions could be installed to create rooms
within the larger space; floor levels can be added to create
horizontal subdivision; or mezzanines could be installed
to partially subdivide the space. In any of these scenarios,
the NPS will inevitably assess the locations of any new
walls or floors, as well as, the method of attachment to the
historic floor, wall and ceiling surfaces to ensure that the
most sensitive approach is pursued.

In proposing the subdivision of a significant interior
space, there are a number of design issues that should be
contemplated to maximize opportunities for a successful

outcome. These include transparency, reversibility,

retention of volume, materials and the overall feeling of

space.

Undertaken by developer, PMC Properties, the
rehabilitation of the Bell Telephone Company of
Pennsylvania Western Headquarters Building in
Pittsburgh presented a challenge as it was necessary
to subdivide the main lobby to serve two separate uses.
Constructed in 1956 as the administrative offices for
the western region of the Bell Telephone Company of
Pennsylvania, the building was designed by a prominent
local architect in the Modern Movement style of
architecture. The interior contained a historic main lobby
with marble wall cladding and flooring, and polished
aluminum doors and ornamentation. The rehabilitation
program for the building required separate entrances for
the two building tenant groups and, thus, subdivision of
the lobby was essential to the success of the project. A
solution was approved whereby an aluminum-framed,
full height, glazed partition wall was designed that
would complement the existing architecture and allow for
the retention of views through the lobby. This solution
provided controlled tenant access, while retaining the

volume and feeling of the elevator lobby.

continued on page 4
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continued from page 3

The Rohm and Haas Corporate Headquarters Building
in Philadelphia was designed by an internationally
renowned architect and constructed in 1963-65 as the
headquarters of Rohm and Haas, a specialty materials
company perhaps best known for their development of
Plexiglas. The building was rehabilitated for continued
office use using HTCs. The first floor contains two
pavilions separated by an open air galleria. The south
pavilion, which originally housed a bank branch, was
converted to the company cafeteria as part of the HTC
rehabilitation. The pavilion contained a monumental one-
story uninterrupted volume of space with perimeter walls
made of large anodized aluminum-framed windows
set between concrete piers. The ceiling throughout was
exposed concrete designed with a smooth finish using
innovative technologies for the period. Insertion of a
kitchen within the pavilion proved a challenge as the
NPS was not likely to approve a design that impacted
the perimeter walls or concrete ceilings. Ultimately, a
kitchen was approved for insertion near the center of the
space, with freestanding walls that did not continue to
the ceiling, and allowed for an unobstructed view of the
ceiling throughout the pavilion. This solution maintained
the volume of the space and allowed for the character-

defining concrete ceiling to remain exposed.

Conclusion

Subdividing significant interior spaces presents both
opportunities and challenges. Early consultation with the
SHPO and NPS is critical to avoid delays in the process.
The most successful approach will maintain the public
nature of the space to minimize the need for change.
Greater opportunities for such change can be realized
in spaces that are less significant, less architecturally
distinguished, or in spaces that were previously altered.
The solutions presented demonstrate that a creative
design team that understands the parameters of the HTC
program can often obtain approval for subdivision of
significant interior spaces. +"

John M. Tess is president and founder of Heritage Consulting Group,
a national firm that assists property owners seeking local, state
and federal historic tax incentives for the rehabilitation of historic
properties. Since 1982 Heritage Consulting Group has represented
historic projects totaling more than $3 billion in rehabilitation
construction. He can be reached at 503-228-0272 or jmtess@heritage-

consulting.com.
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