
When I bought my 1926 Sears kit house in 2011, I was mentally prepared for dealing 
with the perils and pitfalls that come with owning an old house, and confident in my 
ability to tackle any major challenges. What I didn’t anticipate—and something that 
owners of newer houses don’t usually understand—is the feeling of responsibility that 

came with every design decision I made. I was the new caretaker of a house that had been occupied by 
only one family since it was built 90 years earlier, and which had clearly been handled with extreme 
respect. So, when I decided to add a covered porch to the back, I wanted to make sure it would be a 
good fit for the house. Having seen a lot of bad entries, porches, and additions over the years, I was 
concerned about ending up with something that looked like a thoughtless bolt-on. I was determined 

fit for an 
A traditional porch project offers lessons in style, 
proportions, and seamless transitions

New Trim
Old House
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Although often treated as pure 

aesthetics, exterior trim is actually 

meant to represent the structural and 

watershedding elements of ancient 

temples. I’m not suggesting that 

we should all be building faithful 

reproductions of Greek and Roman 

temples, just as I don’t believe 

designers should feel pressure 

to recreate textbook versions of 

traditional American houses. I 

do, however, think it’s important 

to understand the elements of 

construction—a study called 

“tectonics”—in order to make sense 

of the exterior trim we use today. 

According to Marianne Cusato, an 

expert in the field of architectural 

design and author of Get Your House 

Right, “Tectonics trains your eye 

to think about today’s decorative 

elements from their original, structural 

point of view. It will help you avoid 

a lot of common mistakes.” In short, 

knowing the origins of each piece can 

mean the difference between creating 

something that looks pleasing and 

something that feels aesthetically off.

Boiled down to its basic parts, the 

structure of a covered porch includes 

a classical entablature—the vertical 

assembly of elements that sits atop 

columns or a wall. Ordered from top 

down, the entablature is broken into 

three parts: the cornice, the frieze, 

and the architrave.

Old House

CRASH COURSE 
IN CLASSIC 
PROPORTIONS

1 CORNICE
The cornice of an 
ancient temple is similar 
to a modern roof with 
overhangs. Water 
running down these 
ancient sloped roofs 
was collected by an 
S-shaped piece called a 
cyma, which is why most 
aluminum gutters are 
molded with the now 
ubiquitous S shape. Like 
modern roof overhangs, 
the roof rafters of these 
old temples were left 
long enough to overhang 
and protect the building 
from the elements, giving 
water a place to drip 
rather than running down 
the face of the building. 
This overhanging portion 
of ancient roofs, called 
the corona, was partially 
supported by a plate, 
which is the basis of 
today’s bed molding and 
is the lowermost part of 
the cornice assembly.

2 FRIEZE
The frieze board to 
which the bed molding 
attaches is meant to 
mimic the covered ends 
of the joists. Typically 
not a functional part 
of the entablature, 
the frieze is often the 
place where designers 
showcase decorative 
elements like reliefs.

3 ARCHITRAVE
The frieze sits on a 
supporting beam, 
known in traditional 
architectural studies as 
an architrave. To provide 
sound structural support, 
the beam (and frieze 
above it) are traditionally 
aligned with the neck of 
the columns or outside 
face of the wall below.
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with the old is a balancing act, and there are 
a lot of aspects to consider. 

If you have any hope of blending new with 
old, you first need to understand the archi-
tectural roots, proper usage, and ideal pro-
portions of each element. Then, you have to 
be willing to compare this idealized version 
with the often less-than-ideally designed 
trim of your house, and deal with the hard 
decisions about which architectural rules 
you’re willing to break in the name of hon-

to make the porch look like it had been there 
all along.

I knew the best way to tie the new porch 
into the old house would be to make it 
match. By simply extending each element 
of the existing trim package to include the 
porch (or extending them onto the porch), 
it would appear as if everything were built 
at the same time. But if additions were that 
simple, we’d have fewer ugly additions in the 
country. The truth is that blending the new 

DesigneD from the 
outsiDe in
After studying architectural trim 
guidelines (pp. XX) and taking 
careful measurements of my existing 
trim package, i created a cross-
section drawing of the entire porch 
roofline. this not only allowed me 
to lay out my trim proportions and 
figure out stock sizes, but also to 
make decisions about how the roof 
would be framed. in this case, it 
made sense to eliminate the rafter 
tails, stopping the roof structure 
directly above the outside face of 
the beam. this meant i could build a 
hidden gutter trough right into the 
trim assembly rather than covering 
my work with a fascia-mounted 
gutter.

IMG 7819
Establish a datum line. With the 
existing eave exposed, transfer a level 
line from the bottom edge of the rafter 
tails onto the face of the porch roof 
beam to create a reference line for 
locating all of the trim components to 
follow.

IMG 7873
Make a mockup. Using a full-scale 
cross-section drawing as a template, 
build a short section of the bare-bones 
cornice assembly, being sure to include 
enough of the trim to get an idea of 
how the new will tie into the old.

IMG 7885
Reality check. Align the cornice 
mockup so that the bottom edge of 
the corona framing is set on the datum 
line to double-check that the intended 
assembly will meet the existing trim. 
If any components aren’t aligned, now 
is the time to make final changes and 
compromises.

IMG 7965 & 7994
A clever corona. After cutting, 
assembling, and waterproofing the 
gutter trough, set it atop temporary 
brackets aligned to the reference line, 
freeing your hands for final positioning 
and stress-free fastening.

oring the original design. Of course, on top 
of all these aesthetic and proportional con-
siderations are the pesky realities of struc-
tural needs and material transitions, which 
are really what the trim is covering in the  
first place.

I believe that the easiest way to make sure 
the overall aesthetics of any addition look 
right is to work from the outside in, by first 
deciding on the finishes and then thinking 
about how to hide the structure within those 

After studying 
architectural trim 
guidelines (p.37) 
and taking careful 
measurements of my 
existing trim package, i 
created a cross-section 
drawing of the entire 
porch roofline. this not 
only allowed me to lay 
out my trim proportions 
and figure out stock 
sizes, but also to make 
decisions about how the 
roof would be framed. in 
this case, it made sense 
to eliminate the rafter 
tails, stopping the roof 
structure directly above 
the outside face of the 
beam. this meant i could 
build a hidden gutter 
trough right into the trim 
assembly rather than 
covering my work with a 
fascia-mounted gutter.

Establish a datum line. 
With the existing eave 
exposed, transfer a level 
line from the bottom edge 
of the rafter tails onto the 
face of the porch roof beam 
to create a reference line 
for locating all of the trim 
components to follow.

DesigneD from the outsiDe in
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oring the original design. Of course, on top 
of all these aesthetic and proportional con-
siderations are the pesky realities of struc-
tural needs and material transitions, which 
are really what the trim is covering in the  
first place.

I believe that the easiest way to make sure 
the overall aesthetics of any addition look 
right is to work from the outside in, by first 
deciding on the finishes and then thinking 
about how to hide the structure within those 

finishes. So that’s where I started with my 
porch design.

Learn the rules, but be ready  
to compromise
The good news is that there is no shortage of 
credible information on architectural details, 
and whether you’re following traditional 
details or working on a more contemporary 
style, the basic tenets still apply. Most ele-
ments of a building are rooted in structural 

necessity. Building materials have changed 
and advanced, but the purpose of those origi-
nal elements is usually still sound (see “crash 
course,” p.37).

Armed with information on these archi-
tectural details—in my case, the name, 
function, and order of each roof trim ele-
ment—you then have to decide on the rela-
tive proportions of each piece. For instance, 
generally speaking, the amount that the 
cornice projects beyond the face of the frieze 

and architrave should be about the same as 
the diameter of the column that the entire 
entablature rests on. The frieze and archi-
trave should each be about one-half or 
three-quarters as tall as the column is wide. 
But if you’re working with an existing 
house and tying into an existing trim pack-
age, you have to strike a balance between 
textbook and reality.

On my house, the exterior trim has some-
what exaggerated proportions, with a 

Make a mockup. Using a full-scale cross-section drawing 
as a template, build a mockup of the bare-bones cornice 
assembly, being sure to include enough of the trim to get 
an idea of how the new will tie into the old.

Reality check. Align the cornice mockup so that the bottom 
edge of the corona framing is set on the datum line to 
double check that the intended assembly will meet the 
existing trim. If any components aren’t aligned, now is the 
time to make final changes and compromises.

A clever corona. After cutting, assembling, and waterproofing the gutter 
trough, set it atop temporary brackets aligned to the datum line, freeing 
your hands for final positioning and stress-free fastening.

DesigneD from the outsiDe in
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Marrying new trim to existing assemblies takes some patience and creativity. There are a lot of 
intersecting faces and horizontal and vertical lines to manage. New molding profiles rarely match 
seamlessly with the old ones, and surfaces are rarely plumb, level, or square with one another. My 
advice: Stop frequently to stand back and look at your work. Often something that looks imperfect 
up close at the top of a ladder will look fine from the ground, and vice versa. To this end, I like to 
tack all exterior trim pieces into place with galvanized finish nails, then permanently secure them 
with trim-head screws after I’m sure everything is lining up and fitting the way it should.

TRIM IT ONE FACE AT A TIME

Know when to start fresh. In some situations—as with this boxed 
eave, where the existing crown and bed molding were installed 
upside down —it’s faster and easier to strip and retrim. Slight 
differences in profiles from one eave to the next won’t be noticeable, 
but a mismatch from one side of a miter to the next certainly will.

Preassembly has merits. When dealing with out-of-square corners 
or irregular planes, it often makes sense to preassemble sections of 
trim and fit them as one piece spanning over minor gaps.

Aim for continuous runs. Whenever possible, limit fussing over joints 
to the places where the new trim connects to the old, rather than 
interrupting the new trim with unnecessary joints along its length.

Pay attention to alignment. Set the frieze/architrave atop 
temporary brackets, and double check the bottom edge for 
alignment with the top of the existing trim before tacking it in 
place with galvanized finish nails.
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Depending on the size of 

the roof overhang, you may 

have the opportunity to hide 

the gutter and downspout as 

was often done on historic 

houses, allowing your trim 

to be unobstructed. These 

built-in gutters were typically 

made from wood or wood 

lined with lead or copper. 

Wood alone is a hard choice 

to justify, but I did consider 

both lead and copper for this 

project. Ultimately, I decided 

on aluminum coil stock for its 

low cost and available wide 

widths. I have faith in modern 

sealants —especially when 

bends in the aluminum are also 

mechanically fastened with 

rivets—but I also understand 

why some people prefer the 

peace of mind provided by 

soldered copper or lead. To 

each their own, but keep 

in mind that the metal you 

choose is no more important 

than the waterproofing work 

you do to the trough it sits in. 

I tested the watertightness of 

the bent aluminum gutter after 

fabrication and sealing (with a 

combination of SeamerMate 

on the inside of joints and 

flashing tape on the outside) by 

filling it with water and letting 

it sit for 24 hours. But that 

didn’t stop me from also fully 

waterproofing the trough that 

the gutter slides into, and then 

sealing it’s connection to the 

downspout as well as to the 

roof on all sides with sealant, 

flexible membrane, and metal 

flashing for UV protection. 

Leaks are a whole lot easier to 

prevent than they are to fix.

wide frieze/architrave and deep overhangs. 
Although the frieze is typically separated 
from the architrave below by a strip of mold-
ing known as a taenia, my house didn’t have 
this separating detail, so I decided to omit it 
from the porch trim as well. 

I also decided to reduce the overhangs on 
the porch for a couple of reasons. First, I 
wanted the porch to look subordinate to the 
house, and one way to do that was to scale 
down some components. Reducing the over-
hang also allowed me to tie the porch roof 
trim into the sides of the boxed eaves rather 
than trying to build it in perfect alignment 
with their faces. Jogs and reveals are where a 
carpenter can hide the realities of trim work. 

The house does have the traditional crown 
molding along the roof edges and bed mold-
ing under the beadboard-clad soffits, but 
whether because of personal preference or 
architectural ignorance, both profiles were 
installed upside down. I decided to replace 
these two pieces of trim, along with the fascia 
and soffit on the boxed eave overhang, elimi-
nating the need for the new crown molding, 
bed molding, and beadboard to exactly match 
the old. A minor variation in a trim profile 
from one side of the house to the other would 
be inconspicuous, but even a slight variation 
stands out if you join the pieces together. 

Work your way in
After deciding on these compromises and 
drawing the assembly in section view (see 
drawing p. 37), I was able to determine how 
much room was left for the structural com-
ponents, such as the rafters and beams. 

Adding together the vertical height of the 
frieze and cornice gave me roughly 20 in. 
of space to work with—more than enough 
to conceal appropriately sized rafters and a 
carrying beam to meet my structural span 
requirements. I also found an opportunity to 
add a cool traditional detail. After figuring 
out the overhang, I realized I had more than 
enough room to hide the roof gutter within 
the entablature. This wasn’t something I had 
planned, and likely not something I would 
have thought to include if I were designing 
from the inside out.

Now when I stand back and look at my 
porch, I’m pleased with how the new struc-
ture blends right into the 91-year-old house 
it’s connected to. It looks like it belongs. □

Justin Fink is editor of FHB and lives in 
Plainville, Conn. Photos by Rodney Diaz. 

TrIM IT one face aT a TIMe

Know when to start fresh. In some situations—as with this boxed 
eave, where the existing crown and bed molding were installed 
upside down —it’s faster and easier to strip and re-trim. Slight 
differences in profiles from one eave to the next won’t be noticeable, 
but a mismatch from one side of a miter to the next certainly will.

Site-built box gutters
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