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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 
 

Staff Report 
 

ADDRESS:  120 East Liberty Street, Application Number HDC14-242 
 
DISTRICT:  Main Street Historic District  
 
REPORT DATE: November 13, 2014 

 
REPORT PREPARED BY: Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:   Monday, November 10, 2014 
 

OWNER    APPLICANT   
 

Name: Ed Shaffran  Michael C. Gibbons 
Address:  209 S Fourth Ave, Suite 12 605 S Main St #2 
  Ann Arbor, MI 48104  Ann Arbor, MI 48104 
Phone:   (734) 226-6031  (734) 668-6062 
  
BACKGROUND:   This three-story brick commercial vernacular building was built in 1906 and is 
commonly known as the Pretzel Bell Building. Its original occupant was Martin Haller Furniture. 
The building features fixed double-pane windows, stone label molding and window sills, and a 
decorative brick cornice with corbelling. Sometime between 1981 and 1992 it appears that the 
first floor of the north (front) elevation was modified, 
with the window openings at 120 and 122 E Liberty 
decreasing in size. It appears that the sills were raised 
and the openings below were infilled with brick. Three 
windows were added and a doorway was relocated in 
the first floor of the east (side) elevation during this 
time period (see attached photos).  
 
In April of 2013, the HDC issued a certificate of 
appropriateness (CofA) for new awnings, replacement 
windows, downlighting, and other work for the opening 
of the current restaurant. In 2012, they received a 
CofA to add three additional ground floor windows on 
the South Fourth Avenue elevation and modify the 
three windows on the east end of the East Liberty 
elevation.  

 
LOCATION: The building is located on the southwest 
corner of South Fourth Avenue and East Liberty 
Street. 
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC approval 
to install a projecting sign on the second floor of the 
northeast corner of the building (at South Fourth 
Avenue and East Liberty).  
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APPLICABLE REGULATIONS:   
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation:  

(9) New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the 
old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to 
protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment.  

(10)  New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 
manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 
property and its environment would be unimpaired. 

 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings (other 
SOI Guidelines may also apply): 
 

Storefronts 
Not Recommended: Introducing a new design that is incompatible in size, scale, material, 
and color; using inappropriately scaled signs and logos or other types of signs that obscure, 
damage, or destroy remaining character-defining features of the historic building; using new 
illuminated signs. 

 
From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines: 
 

Design Guidelines for Signs 
Appropriate: Attaching signage through masonry joints, not masonry units, or through 
materials that can be easily repaired, such as wood, when the signage is removed. 
 
Installing signage that is lit from external light fixtures above or below the sign. 

 
Installing signage that is subordinate to the overall building composition. 
 

STAFF FINDINGS 
 

1. Per the drawings provided, the proposed sign is 12’ tall, 2 ½’ wide at the top and 4’ wide 
at the base, and 1 ½’ deep. Staff was initially concerned that the sign may be too big, but 
a comparison to existing signs puts the scale in a better perspective. For example, the 
Mash sign at 211 East Washington is 13 ½’ tall and about 2’ wide, and the Tapas sign on 
Aventura at 212 East Washington is 12 ½’ by about 3 ½’ (and installed on a two-story 
building, not a three-story building). It may be that the large number of letters in 
“Mezzavino” gives the impression that the sign is taller than it really is.  
 

2. The sign is aluminum and vinyl, with exposed neon lighting. The location on the corner of 
the building is very prominent, but staff feels it doesn’t impact any other historic 
resources. Neither the Federal Building across South Fourth Avenue, nor the building to 
the south of this one (formerly Maude’s, soon to be Ruth’s Chris) are in a historic district.  
 

3. The size, materials, and colors of the Mezzavino sign are compatible with the historic 
building and neighborhood, and as conditioned, do not impact any character-defining 
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feature of the building. The work is easily removable and reversible. The placement of the 
sign is generally aligned with the second floor windows, which is appropriate. The LED 
halo lighting and neon trim is interesting without being ostentatious.  
 

4. Staff recommends approval of the application, with the condition listed below, since the 
size, scale, design, materials, and color of the proposed sign are compatible with the 
historic character of the building and has no negative impact on the surrounding historic 
resources.  

 
MOTION 

 
I move that the Commission issue a certificate of appropriateness for the application at 120 
East Liberty Street in the Main Street Historic District to install a projecting “Mezzavino” sign 
on the second floor of the corner of the building, on the following condition: all new mounting 
hardware must be installed through mortar joints, not masonry units. The work as 
conditioned is compatible in exterior design, arrangement, materials, and relationship to the 
building and the surrounding area and meets The City of Ann Arbor Historic District Design 
Guidelines, and The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines 
for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standards 9 and 10, and the guidelines for 
Storefronts.  

 
MOTION WORKSHEET   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at  120 East 
Liberty Street  in the Main Street  Historic District 
 
 ____ Provided the following condition(S) is (ARE) met: 1) STATE CONDITION(s) 
 
The work is generally compatible with the size, scale, massing, and materials and meets the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, standard(S) number(S) (circle all that 
apply):   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8,   9,   10 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  application, drawing, photos 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
September, 
2014 (Photo 
courtesy of 
Google) 
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