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5.1 
ARCHITECTURAL 

COMPOSITION 

 

The following section describes the 

architectural composition of 

commercial and residential buildings 

in the Downtown Overlay District. 

 

The Architectural Guidelines address 

proportion, technique, and materials 

related to building forms and 

architectural elements. 

 

The standards, adopted in the City of 

Mount Holly Zoning Ordinance, are 

indicated throughout this manual in 

italics and are mandatory.   

The remainder of the guidelines are 

more flexible.  However, they are 

strongly encouraged and will be used 

in evaluating design proposals. 
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5.1.1 ARCHITECTURAL IMAGERY 

OF MOUNT HOLLY 
 

Historic images of Mount Holly reveal 

precedents of proportion and rhythm within 

building facades and architectural details.  These 

include elements such as windows, doors, 

rooflines, and ornament.  These images, coupled 

with an awareness of the building traditions of 

central and northern North Carolina towns, 

provide a basis for identifying a vernacular style 

unique to Mount Holly. 

 

The term vernacular describes a way of doing 

things that is native to a region.  It is the 

normally spoken language of a specific place, 

the dialect.  When applied to architecture, 

vernacular describes building types that 

honestly react to the overall environment, local 

climate, building functions, users’ needs, 

materials, and technology available during its 

time in history. 

 

The building vernacular in the core of 

Downtown Mount Holly consists of many 

mixed-use, brick commercial structures.  

Moving away from the center, residential 

buildings are often of wood and are two-storied 

with gabled roofs and porches.  Other building 

patterns include a rich tradition of civic 

architecture and a number of historic mills.  

Among these different building types, certain 

principles of composition, proportion and 

rhythm remain consistent.   

 

These guidelines aim to support this vernacular 

tradition by building on the accumulated 

traditions of the City and the region.  Each 

structure becomes part of Mount Holly’s larger 

building pattern by reacting to and learning 

from preceding examples, accommodating 

present needs, and taking its own place in history 

for future generations to study and build on. 
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The following images represent vernacular 

building types seen in Mount Holly: 
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5.1.2  FAÇADE PROPORTION, 

RHYTHM, AND ALIGNMENT 

 

Façade proportions have historically been 

determined by the nature of the materials and 

structural components of a building.  

Proportions within Mount Holly’s architectural 

vernacular are a function of the spans of 

wooden beams and the dimensions of load 

bearing brick.  The rhythm of the building form 

is then established.   

 

The following section provides basic principles 

for understanding and maintaining historical 

scale, proportion, and rhythm. 

 

See 3.4 Downtown Overlay District Height 

Map, and 4.0 Urban Guidelines, for information 

on building heights and floor-to-floor heights 

for different building types within the district . 

 

The proportions of windows and doors should 

respond to a human scale in order to create 

pedestrian comfort and visual unity. 

 

Openings should relate proportionately to the 

building’s primary composition and the rhythm 

established by the building’s structure, façade, 

columns, and porches. 

 

It is important that openings have a vertical 

rather than horizontal orientation. 

 

Commercial storefront openings should provide 

a greater percentage of windows and doors at 

street level, but still be in proportion to the 

overall building façade.   

 

See 4.1.3 Special Conditions: Storefronts, for 

information on the required percentage of 

transparent features within a facade.   
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Building composition is traditionally divided 

into three parts consisting of the base 

(foundation and piers); the body (façade, 

porches and columns); and the cap (cornice, 

parapet, roof and dormers).  These elements, in 

some form, should be consistently visible within 

all of the building types.   

 
The proportion of the body, the main building 

level, should be dominant.  Secondary to this 

should be the base (foundation), and the cap 

(parapet wall, or roof and roof elements). 

 

Rhythm is reinforced specifically by windows 

and doors on the building façade as they relate 

to elements such as piers and columns. 

 

Once a structural proportion and rhythm has 

been established within a building form, all of 

the Architectural Elements should relate and 

align with that proportion and rhythm. 

 

Porches respond to the structural bays in the 

foundation and façade.  Columns align with the 

piers and façade.  Windows and doors align 

with the façade and column spacing.  Dormers 

align with the roof form and the windows or 

columns below.  In addition, the proportion, 

rhythm, and alignment of various architectural 

details (chimneys, vents, shutters, brackets, 

water table, frieze, etc) should be considered.  

 

Primary building facades shall be arranged to 

create equal spacing and vertical alignments 

between structural elements, decorative building 

elements and fenestration.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base 

Body 

Cap 

Alignment of elements  

Vertical proportions  

Division into three parts  
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5.2 
BUILDING 

ELEMENTS 

 

The following section describes the use 

of building elements in the design of 

commercial and residential buildings 

in the Downtown Overlay District. 

 

The Architectural Guidelines address 

proportion, technique, and materials 

related to building forms and 

architectural elements. 

 

The standards, adopted in the City of 

Mount Holly Zoning Ordinance, are 

indicated throughout this manual in 

italics and are mandatory.   

The remainder of the guidelines are 

more flexible.  However, they are 

strongly encouraged and will be used 

in evaluating design proposals. 
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5.2.1 EXTERIOR WALLS AND 

FOUNDATIONS 
 

Building walls and foundations should reflect 

and complement the traditional materials and 

construction techniques of Mount Holly. 

 

Exterior wall and foundation materials vary 

between commercial and residential buildings 

and should be selected based on the vernacular 

traditions of the particular building type. 

 

Exterior walls on commercial and mixed-use 

buildings shall be finished primarily in brick, 

with cast stone or formed concrete details.  

 

Exterior walls on residential buildings shall be 

finished in wood, brick or true stucco. 

 

Other materials for exterior building walls may 

be considered upon a showing by the developer 

that the material is visually compatible. 

 

The following materials are considered 

visually incompatible  in the Downtown 

Overlay District:   
 

 Vinyl or aluminum siding 

 Particle Board 

 Corrugated Metal 

 Unfinished concrete block 

 False stone cladding 

 Rough-sawn wood 

 Synthetic stucco systems (EIFS) 

 

 

 

 
 

The following guidelines should also be 

considered when designing exterior walls and 

foundations: 

 

 Brick bond patterns should have historic 

precedent in Mount Holly.    

 Wood finishes may be beveled or lapped 

siding, Hardi-Plank composite siding 

(smooth finish), Cedar shingle, or vertical 

board & batten. 

 Changes in materials on any exterior  

building wall should be accompanied by a 

change in plane. 

 Changes in materials at exposed corners 

should occur only at interior corners and not 

exterior corners. 

 

 

  

 
Not Acceptable 

 

Change of material 
in same plane 

Not Acceptable 
 

Change of material at 
exterior corner 

Acceptable 
 

Change of material at 
interior corner 
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5.2.2 ROOFS, SOFFITS, AND 

ACCESSORIES 

 

Roofs in the Mount Holly vernacular are 

generally simple in nature. The following 

guidelines discuss roofing materials and details. 

 

COMMERCIAL MIXED-USE STRUCTURES 

 

Commercial and mixed-use structures generally 

have low-pitched roofs concealed by parapet 

walls that accentuate and sometimes exaggerate 

the height of the building on the front façade.   

 

See the Urban Guidelines, 4.1.2 Massing Scale 

and Height for information on allowable roof 

forms and parapet wall heights for commercial 

and mixed-use structures.  

 

RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURES 

 

Residential structures generally have hipped or 

gabled roofs for primary roof forms, and lower-

pitched shed roofs at porches or elements that 

are subordinate to the primary structure. 

 

See the Urban Guidelines, 4.2.2 Massing Scale 

and Height for information on allowable roof 

pitches for residential structures. 

 

Sloped roofs that are visible from the street 

shall be constructed of standing seam metal, 

clay tile, concrete tile, slate, or asphalt shingles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following general details are recommended: 

 

 Asphalt shingles with an architectural-grade 

and minimum of 25-year 300 lb. rating. 

 Standing seam metal, “V” and “5-V” crimp 

metal, galvalume, or copper. 

 Minimum roof overhang for enclosed sloped 

soffits should be 12”.  

 Minimum overhang for exposed rafters 

should be 18”. 

 Gable-end overhangs are typically less than 

their sides.  It is recommended that gable 

ends be a minimum of 12” unless supported 

by brackets. 

 Skylights, vent-pipes and other service-

oriented roof penetrations should not be 

visible from a street or other public vantage.   

 Roof penetrations for service elements 

should be made of copper or painted to 

match the color of the roof. 

 Gutters should be copper, galvanized steel 

or painted aluminum. 

 It is preferred that gutters be half-round in 

profile and match the roof color.  

 Down spouts are preferred to be round. 

 Roof flashing, rain diverters and other roof 

accessories should match the roof color. 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Example of commercial mixed-use roof form with 
surrounding parapet wall  

 

 

  Examples of gabled and hipped residential roof forms 
with overhangs  
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5.2.3 CORNICES AND PARAPET 

WALLS 

 

Cornices and Parapet walls are architectural 

details that accentuate the juncture of the 

exterior building wall and the roof.  These 

details also protect the joint and the building 

from water penetration. 

 

For restoration of character–defining features on 

an existing, contributing structure, see 4.3.3 

Special Conditions:  Preserving Traditional 

Features for the preferred sequence of 

preservation actions. 

 
The following general details are recommended: 

 

 The size, detailing and depth of the cornice 

and parapet wall should be in proportion 

with the design of the structure. 

 Cornices should be finished with traditional 

crown and bed moldings. 

 Horizontal soffit areas should be finished 

with beaded or tongue & groove wood.  

 Continuous venting in enclosed soffits with 

aluminum vents is permitted on new 

construction, but it is recommended that it 

be less than 3” wide and disguised in the 

soffit to the extent feasible. 
 

 

  

 

 

 

Cornices and parapet walls are in proportion to the  
height and mass of the building. 

 

Parapet wall with metal cornice detail. 
 

Soffit is finished with traditional crown and bed moldings.  
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5.2.4 WINDOWS, DOORS, AND 

SHUTTERS 

 

The rhythm of a building’s façade and its overall 

scale are determined largely by the placement of 

windows and doors.  Window placement and 

proportions should be considered in relation to 

the overall  façade.   

 

Window and door placement should follow a 

pattern of vertical and horizontal alignment 

with the architectural elements of the building.  

see 5.1.2 Façade Proportion, Rhythm, and 

Alignment for more information. 

 

All primary windows should be taller than they 

are wide.  The vertical to horizontal proportion 

should be no less then 5:3. 

 

Primary windows facing a street shall be taller 

than they are wide, except for accent windows 

which may be other shapes. 

 

 

 

Primary windows should be single hung or 

double hung.  Casement and awning windows 

should be used in secondary locations only. 

 

It is encouraged that windows follow traditional 

precedents for divided light sashes.  

Combinations include, among others, 6/6;  6/1;  

4/4;  4/2;  4/1;  2/2;  2/1;  1/1. 

 

Windows should be trimmed with sills and 

lintels that help express orientation and 

proportion.   

 

Window casings and screens on front facades, 

and on sides where visible from the street, shall 

be made of wood, or clad wood material. 

 

Window sashes facing a street shall be inset no 

less then 3 inches from the exterior wall of a 

masonry building. 

 

Window glass shall be transparent with no dark 

tints. 

 

Exterior shutters, if used, shall be a minimum of 

one half the width of the window, sized and 

mounted in relation to the window size.  

 

Skylights shall not be visible from a public 

vantage. 

 

  

 

Vertical to horizontal proportions  

(5:3 ratio shown) 

V 

H 

 Many decorative 

patterns are compatible  
 

Small, square, 

awning window 

used as an accent 
 

  4 over 2 lite 

 

   6 over 1 lite 
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(5.2.4  Windows, Doors, and Shutters -Continued) 

 

Doors facing a public vantage should be 

constructed of materials that are visually 

compatible with the façade of the building.  

Wood or a wood and glass combination is 

preferred. 

 

Doors facing a public vantage should be hinged;  

sliding doors are discouraged. 

 

Primary entry doors should be paneled, ranging 

from two to six in number.  Doors without 

panels are discouraged. 

 

Alignment of the top of the door with the top of 

the windows of the same floor is encouraged.  A 

transom may be used to achieve this alignment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COMMERCIAL MIXED-USE STOREFRONTS 

 

See the Urban Guidelines, 4.1.3  Special 

Conditions: Storefronts for information on 

required percentage of transparent features 

(windows and doors) over the surface area of 

commercial and mixed-use facades. 

 

Storefront window casings shall be made of 

wood, wood clad, copper, aluminum, or other 

metal upon a showing by the developer that the 

product is visually compatible.   

 

Storefront windows shall not utilize highly 

reflective glass or plastic glazing. 

 

Individual panels of fixed-frame storefront 

glazing shall not exceed a surface area of 28 

square feet and shall be no larger than 7 feet 

vertically by 4 feet horizontally. 

 

Displays, shelving and signs shall cover no 

more than 15% of the total window area. 

 

Transoms above storefront windows are 

encouraged but not required in subdividing 

storefront glazing. 

 

Exterior burglar bars or other fixed security 

devices that obscure the view into the storefront 

shall not be installed. 

  

Door panels can 
range from two to 

six in number 
 

Aligning the top 
of windows with 

doors is ideal 
 

 

Commercial Mixed-Use Storefront 
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5.2.5 PORTICOES, BALCONIES, 

AND AWNINGS 

 

Porticoes, balconies, and awnings can signify the 

entrance to a building from the public realm.  

These elements provide a transitional space 

between public and private zones.  They also 

help create an engaging streetscape with depth, 

shadow and formal variation. 

 

Porticoes and balconies shall provide a fixed 

permanent cover or roof.  They shall be 

supported by columns, brackets or other 

architectural supports. 

 

Porticoes, balconies, and awnings shall provide 

a clear height beneath of no less than 10 feet. 

 

Balconies on commercial mixed-use buildings 

shall be constructed of wrought iron or other 

metal. 

 

Balconies on commercial mixed-use buildings 

shall not extend more than 3 feet from the 

primary facade. 

 

Awnings help to provide shade for storefronts 

and a portion of sidewalk space, signify a 

particular business, and create an engaging 

streetscape with texture and color.   

 

Storefront awnings should be simple in design, 

exhibiting less than four colors. 

 

Awnings are not recommended for residential 

structures. 

 

Awnings shall be constructed of canvas, cloth or 

equivalent, metal or glass.  

 

Mansard awnings, back-lit awnings, and high 

gloss or plasticized materials are prohibited. 

 

 

 

  

 

   
Various examples of fixed storefront awnings and porticoes  

 

Historic example showing an entry portico as well as   
awnings that provide shade for street level windows. 
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Continuous brick 

column 

6x6 or 8x8 chamfered column 
over elevated pier 

6x6 chamfered column with 
base and cap detail 

 

 

8 inch round column with 
smooth finish 

 

 

5.2.6 PORCHES, STOOPS, AND 

STAIRS 

 

See the Urban Guidelines, 4.1.3  Special 

Conditions: Porches for information on 

required percentage of porch frontage, 

minimum dimensions, and height for new 

residential construction. 

 

Porches, stoops, and stairs signify entrances and 

provide an elevated transitional space between a 

building and its site, or between private and 

public zones.  These elements also help create an 

engaging streetscape with formal variations in 

depth and height. 

 

Porch and stoop flooring shall be constructed of 

wood, brick, stone or other masonry, or concrete 

finished with a brick edge.  

 

Stair treads and risers shall be constructed of 

wood, brick, stone or cast concrete. 

 

Commercial stairs and ramps shall comply with 

all applicable codes, incorporating non-

combustible materials such as steel or concrete 

as necessary. 

 

All exposed wood surfaces shall be painted. 

 

 

 

 

5.2.7 COLUMNS, POSTS, AND 

RAILS 
 

Columns, Posts, and Rails generally form the 

most visible components of a porch, portico, 

balcony, stoop or stair. 

 

Columns, posts, and rails should be in scale and 

proportion with the porch, portico, balcony, 

stoop or stair to which they are related. 

 

Columns, posts, and rails shall be constructed of 

wood, brick, or iron, as appropriate to the 

structure.   

 

Other materials may be considered upon a 

showing by the developer that the material is 

visually compatible. 

 

All exposed wood surfaces shall be painted.   

 

The following materials are considered  

visually  incompatible in the Downtown 

Overlay District:   

 

 Vinyl or aluminum elements 

 Synthetic stucco systems (EIFS) 

 Rough-sawn wood 

 Unpainted treated lumber 

 Unfinished concrete block 

 

 

Examples of residential porch configurations  
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5.2.8 DECORATIVE ELEMENTS 
 

 

Detailing provides distinction and individuality 

to each building.  Many structures throughout 

the region exhibit their unique qualities through 

detailing, while sharing common forms with 

other buildings. 

 

Details can range from ornate to very simple 

vernacular inventions that grow out of the best 

use or function of a material.  Necessary 

building elements are transformed into 

character-defining features once their aesthetic 

potential is considered.  

 

Several examples follow which illustrate this 

concept. 

 

 
 

 

 

  

Decorative Elements include windows, columns, pediments, entablature, doors, molding, porticoes,  
dormers, chimneys, and other architectural details. 
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5.3 
SITE 

ELEMENTS 

 

The following section describes the 

use of site elements in the design of 

commercial and residential buildings 

in the Downtown Overlay District. 

 

The Architectural Guidelines address 

proportion, technique, and materials 

related to building forms and 

architectural elements. 

 

The standards, adopted in the City of 

Mount Holly Zoning Ordinance, are 

indicated throughout this manual in 

italics and are mandatory.   

The remainder of the guidelines are 

more flexible.  However, they are 

strongly encouraged and will be used 

in evaluating design proposals. 
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5.3.1 FENCES AND WALLS  
 

 

Low masonry retaining walls, fences or hedges 

are encouraged as a traditional architectural 

feature in Mount Holly to delineate residential 

yards from public sidewalks.  They allow the 

viewer to see in while establishing private space 

while contributing to the continuity of the street 

front. 

 

Landscaped edges may be planted sufficiently to 

achieve a continuous fence line, provided they do 

not exceed a height of 4 feet in front yards. 

 

Residential front yard fences shall be visually 

permeable and shall not exceed a height of 4 feet.   

 

Residential front yard fences shall be 

constructed of wooden pickets, brick piers with 

brick lattice infill, wrought iron, or brick piers 

with iron infill. 

 

Rear yard and side yard privacy fences shall not 

exceed a height of 6 feet. 

 

Wooden fences visible from a public vantage 

should be painted. 

 

Retaining walls should be constructed in brick or 

stone.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

Fence pickets and posts may exhibit a variety of architectural forms. 
 

Wrought-iron fence in Downtown Mount Holly. 
 

Low masonry retaining wall for a residential property. 
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Fences and walls are strongly discouraged on the 

public facades of commercial properties, except 

where they screen existing parking areas.   

 

Fences and walls that screen parking areas from 

public view shall be constructed of materials 

that match or are visually compatible with 

adjacent building facades. 

 

The following materials are considered 

visually  incompatible 

in the Downtown Overlay District: 
  

 Chain-link or barbed wire 

 Rough-sawn wood 

 Unpainted treated lumber 

 Unfinished concrete block 

 Synthetic Fencing (PVC) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Brick retaining wall with piers for a residential property. 
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5.3.2 SERVICE AREAS  
 

 

Mechanical equipment and service areas visible 

from the street increase visual clutter.  Care 

should be taken when identifying the 

appropriate location for such equipment.  The 

correct placement, screened out of view, can 

enhance the visual character of the area.  

 

Service and utility meters shall be located away 

from primary public vantages.   

 

Refuse containers and equipment shall be located 

away from primary public vantages and 

contained in service yards.   

 

Roof-mounted mechanical equipment shall be 

screened from view from all public vantages.   

 

Window air-conditioning units shall not be 

placed on the primary façade of a structure. 

 

Air conditioning equipment on grade shall be 

enclosed in a service yard or screened from any 

public vantage with approved fencing or 

landscaping. 

 

Service yards built to conceal mechanical 

equipment, refuse containers, and other service 

equipment shall be located to the side or rear of 

buildings out of view or screened from public 

vantages.  

 

Service yards shall be constructed of materials 

matching or visually compatible with those of 

the main structure. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
Example of an enclosed service area  

attached to the rear of a commercial building. 
 

Example of a fenced service area. 
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5.3.3 MAILBOXES  
 

 

Mailboxes shall meet all applicable US Postal 

Service standards. 

 

Residential mailboxes should be of metal or 

wood construction, installed on posts, posts with 

decorative brackets, turned posts, or set on brick 

piers. 

 

Plastic mailboxes are visually incompatible. 

 

Commercial mailboxes should be placed in a 

discreet location that will not interfere with the 

flow of pedestrian or vehicular traffic. 

 

Commercial mailboxes may be of metal 

construction with either metal mounting posts or 

painted wooden bracketing posts. 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3.4 SATELLITE DISHES  
 

 

Satellite Dishes and antennas shall be located to 

the rear of properties or otherwise concealed 

from public view. 

 

The use of smaller satellite dishes with a non-

reflective finish mounted on roofs beyond public 

vantage is recommended. 

 

 

5.3.5 EXTERIOR LIGHTING  
 

 

Exterior Lighting should enhance the aesthetics 

and safety of outdoor spaces.  Adequate lighting 

of commercial sites should ensure a safe and 

efficient flow of pedestrian and vehicular traffic.  

Lighting should be designed to blend into the 

surrounding landscape.   

 

Fixtures used to accent architectural features or 

landscaping shall be carefully located, aimed, or 

shielded to minimize light spill. 

 

Flood lighting (with the exception of emergency 

lighting) shall not be used on residential 

properties or on the public facades of commercial 

properties. 

 

All lighting sources (with the exception of 

emergency lighting) shall be shielded within an 

opaque housing to avoid glare or excessive 

illumination. 

 

Blinking or flashing lights shall not be used as 

permanent fixtures on residential or commercial 

properties. 
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5.3.6 ACCESSORY STRUCTURE 
 

Certain structures create an enhancement to 

existing principal buildings in the downtown.  

These enhancements come in the form of adding 

to the utilization and economic growth of 

commercial properties in the downtown. 

 

Accessory buildings or structures for commercial 

uses should comply with Section 3.11 of the 

Zoning Ordinance unless otherwise noted here. 

 

These structures are allowed if they are 

enhancing a commercial use in the principal 

structure under the following situations: 

 

a. The accessory structures that are not 

enclosed with walls such as pergolas or 

shade structures may be permitted in the 

front or side of the building facing a road 

if it is detached and does not impede any 

right-of-way or easements to the 

property. These types of structures are 

intended as an amenity for patrons of the 

permitted commercial business. 

Unenclosed accessory structures may 

encroach the principal structure and 

adjacent property lines less than five feet 

unless that adjacent property is zoned 

residential.  

b. Accessory structures must adhere to the 

architectural requirements outlined in 

this Manual if being used for storage 

purposes. If being used under Part a 

above, then unenclosed accessory 

structures should be constructed of 

materials that match or are visually 

compatible with adjacent building 

facades, but may also include rough-

sawn wood material or metal as 

visually compatible for these structures 

after review by the Planning 

Department. 

c. Detached unenclosed structures may 

provide for a weather covered walk-way 

between the principal structure and the 

accessory structure, which must 

maintain a consistent design transition. 

d. Enclosed accessory structures may 

utilize exterior metal if being used as 

part of the Special Use Permit approved 

for a detached kitchen container under 

Article 7, Note 25 Coexisting, Mobile, 

and Temporary Uses of the Zoning 

Ordinance.  
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