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STOREFRONTS: a long, durable tradition of 
usefulness 
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All shapes and sizes 



STOREFRONTS 
Traditional Design 
Still works – fits modern-day requirements 
Basic principles still apply 
Can be used with restoration or traditional  
or contemporary rehab 
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Historical Overview 

Early-19th century design highlighted the first 
floor commercial spaces with regularly spaced 
piers, paneled divided doors or larger paned 
window sash.   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
By the early-19th century commercial buildings often had regularly-spaced piers of brick or stone that were infilled with paneled doors or larger-paned window sash. These examples are combined residence/commercial with the residential portions being directly connected behind or alongside the first floor commercial space.  (Photos from left to right: Conan Bros. Cash Store, Pompey, NY; Bay Mercantile, Bay, MO; Pig Alley, Petersburg, VA)



Historical Overview 
Advancement in the glass industry allowed  installation  
of larger panes, which coincided with advances in 
architectural cast iron.     

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Advancement in the glass industry led to larger pane sizes and allowed wider spans.  Simultaneous advances in architectural cast iron allowed the combination of a large expanse of glass framed by thin structural elements. This led to new merchandise display to attempt to lure customers within stores.  (Photos from left to right:  Bassett & Co, New Haven, CT; Foundry stamp on cast-iron storefront, Dubuque, IA; Washington Street, New York, NY) 



Historical Overview 

Awnings, painted signage and 
wooden or metal signboards were 
necessary elements of storefronts. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
19th and early 20th century storefronts consist of single or double doors flanked by display windows.  Typically the windows were raised off the ground by wood, cast-iron or pressed-metal panels or bulkheads.  Often a transom or series of transom lights was placed above the doors and windows.  The signboard became a prominent part of the building.  Canvas awnings, or occasionally tin, or wood canopies often shaded the storefronts.  (Photos left to right: Wheeling, WV; Maiden Lane, NY, Dubuque, IA)



Historical Overview: Light  

Prior to the advent of gas or electrical 
lighting, storefront glass served as the 
primary means to illuminate the interior. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This storefront in Roscoe, Missouri, illustrates the absolute necessity of storefront glass as a means to light the interior.  With no side-lighting possible due to the store’s placement in a row of shops, the only daylight available is through the front storefront.  The introduction of electric lighting allowed additional interior commercial display, but frugal shopkeepers still looked for ways to maximize daylight.



Historical Overview: Transoms  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Transom lighting was an effective way to amplify ambient light to reach the interior of the commercial space.  In some cases prism glass was used (as shown above).  In many cases, practical prism lighting became a design element and was seen as a way to diversify and improve the exterior appearance of the storefront.  This slide also illustrates the popular recessed entry as well as the extreme thinness of the glass supports – which allowed for a greater showcase of interior goods – and the raised platform for display.  (Photos from left to right:  Oskaloosa, IA; Redwood City, CA: Jefferson, WI)



Historical Overview: Distinctive Materials 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Storefronts often feature distinctive materials.  In the 1920s-50s, pigmented structural glass with trade names such as Carrara and Vitrolite came into vogue.  The colorful panels allowed for an update as well as echoed the popular geometric lines of the Art Deco and Art Moderne styles.  While it may not be the original storefront, a structural glass storefront often has achieved significance and should be retained.  Preservation Brief 12:  The Preservation of Historic Pigmented Structural Glass contains information specific to the history and repair of this type of material.  In these images of a store in Kutztown, PA, note also the stepped recessed storefront, the small metal connections at the glass panes and the mosaic tile embellishment of the entry. 
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Change Over Time 

Historic storefronts evolve over time.   
Changes outside the period of significance  
of the building or the historic district may  
be removed in a rehabilitation project. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The historic buildings pictured above illustrate some of the changes that are part of the evolution of storefront design.  (Right) When this building was first constructed all three bays featured the same storefront design.  Now, only the right bay retains what is likely its original storefront.  The other two storefronts have been altered in a variety of ways (Salisbury, NC).  In the photograph on the left the historic storefronts have been replaced, the transoms have been covered, and an inappropriate, wood-shingled faux mansard roof has been applied over the covered transom above one of the shops (former Bing & Slimmer General Store, Wausau, WI).  Such changes are likely to have occurred outside the period of significance and, thus, they may be removed in a rehabilitation project.  They may be replaced with new storefronts based on historic documentation or replaced with a new storefront design that is compatible with the historic building and the historic district in which it is located.  These later storefronts may also be retained in their current configuration as they existed prior to beginning rehabilitation. 



Change Over Time 

Slipcovers over original storefronts. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rather than just change the storefront, some owners chose to completely redesign the façade.  In the case of the building on the left, an 1880s building in Anaconda, MT, had a complete new façade installed in a “streamline” style in the 1940s.  This type of redesign continued into the modern era with an applied skin that functioned as a new cover for the older building.  This technique is often termed “slipcovering.”  The photo of Love Hardware in Huntington, WV (lower right), shows how the slipcover was laid over historic original windows (see inset photos).  The period of significance of the building of the historic district can be a deciding factor in determining if the new façade should be retained in the rehabilitation project.
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STOREFRONTS: Design  
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STOREFRONTS: Construction 
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STOREFRONT DESIGN:  
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Interior 



STOREFRONTS: 
 Design Resources 
     Existing/original storefront components remaining 
     Historic photos (City of Portland tax photos) 
     Neighboring buildings 
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STOREFRONTS: 
Design Resources 
National Park Service, Technical Preservation Services  
The Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines & Standards 
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Evaluation 

• Examine the building for clues 
– Understand the style of the building and the role of the 

storefront in the overall design.   
– Preserve the storefront character even in a new use. 
– Avoid using materials that were unavailable 

historically (stay away from vinyl, anodized aluminum, 
tinted glass, artificial stone, or brick veneer) 

– Chose appropriate paint colors.  Historic wood 
storefront elements were traditionally painted, not 
stained and varnished. Do not remove paint from 
them. Replacement wood storefront elements must 
also be painted, not stained or varnished. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Evaluation.  Examine the building for clues Understand the style of the building and the role of the storefront in the overall design.   Preserve the storefront character even in a new use. Avoid using materials that were unavailable historically (stay away from vinyl, anodized aluminum, tinted glass, artificial stone, or brick veneer) Chose appropriate paint colors.  Historic wood storefront elements were traditionally painted, not stained and varnished. Do not remove paint from them. Replacement wood storefront elements must also be painted, not stained or varnished.



Rehabilitating Historic Storefronts:  
Decisions, Decisions, Decisions 

• Is the original storefront intact? Is it deteriorated?  
Does it need repair? 

 
• Has the original storefront been modernized? 

Should these later alterations be kept or should 
the storefront be returned to a documented 
appearance? If no documentation exists, is the 
new design compatible with the historic building 
and the historic district?   

 
• If the use of the building has changed or will 

change, how can the commercial appearance be 
maintained in the new use? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rehabilitating Historic Storefronts:  Decisions, Decisions, Decisions. Things to consider when evaluating an historic storefront as part of a rehabilitation project: Is the original storefront intact? Is it deteriorated? Does it need repair? Has the original storefront been modernized? Should these later alterations be kept or should the storefront be returned to a documented appearance? If no documentation exists, is the new design compatible with the historic building and the historic district?   If the use of the building has changed or will change, how can the commercial appearance be maintained in the new use?



Standards for Rehabilitation 
1.    A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that 
requires minimal change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces, and spacial 
relationships. 
2.    The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved.  The 
removal of distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial 
relationships that characterize a property will be avoided. 
3.    Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and 
use.  Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding 
conjectural features or elements from other historic properties, will not be 
undertaken. 
4.    Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own 
right will be retained and preserved. 
5.    Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or 
examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 

 
 
 
 
 

 2014 Training Workshop      Portland, Maine 



Standards for Rehabilitation 
6.    Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced.  Where 
the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new 
feature will match the old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials.  
Replacement of missing features will be substantiated by documentary and 
physical evidence. 
7.    Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the 
gentlest means possible.  Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will 
not be used. 
8.    Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place.  If such 
resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken. 
9.    New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not 
destroy historic materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the 
property.  The new work shall be differentiated from the old and will be 
compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale and proportion, and 
massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment. 
10.    New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken 
in such a manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of 
the historic property and its environment will be unimpaired. 

 
 
 
 
 

  Greater Portland Landmarks Old House Trade Show 



Standard 4 

• Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired 
historic significance in their own right shall be retained and 
preserved.  

• It is important to recognize that in many cases a storefront may have 
been altered within the historic period and may have acquired 
significance.  Do not attempt to “early up” a building when a later 
storefront exists.   

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. Standard 4 says, “Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired historic significance in their own right shall be retained and preserved.” It is important to recognize that in many cases a storefront may have been altered within the historic period and may have acquired significance.  Do not attempt to “early up” a building when a later storefront exists.  



STOREFRONTS 
Design Resources 
National Park Service 
Preservation Briefs 
www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs 
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National Trust for Historic Preservation 
Building Improvement File 
www.mdf.org  

http://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs
http://www.mdf.org/


STOREFRONTS: Case Study 
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STOREFRONTS: Case Study, Waterville  
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STOREFRONTS: Case Study, Waterville  
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STOREFRONTS: Case Study, Tecumseh 
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STOREFRONTS: Case Study, Tecumseh 
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STOREFRONTS: Case Study, Ypsilanti 
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Storefront Rehabilitation #1 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Storefront Rehabilitation #3:   The historic image from 1909 further documents the original appearance of the building.  With the photographic documentation it is easy to identify the parts of the original storefront that have survived, including:  the original transom dimensions and glass; the original metal piers; and the location of entry points. 



Storefront Rehabilitation #2 

Removal of a non-historic storefront and 
its replacement with a compatible new 
storefront system. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Storefront Rehabilitation #4:  Removal of a non-historic storefront at 112 S. Main Street, St. Charles, MO.  The new storefront is compatible with the historic building and also in keeping with the historic district.  



Storefront Rehabilitation #3 

Existing storefront is outside 
period of significance of the 
historic district.   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Storefront Rehabilitation #5:   While the storefront appears to have been installed in the 1950s, clues such as the original tile mosaic at the entry indicate that this storefront retains the center entrance of an earlier storefront at this location.  (Right) Detail of tiled entry.  305 West Broad Street, Richmond, VA. 



Storefront Rehabilitation #3 

Rehabilitation includes new compatible 
storefront. 
 
Original tiled entry and storefront cornice 
preserved.   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Storefront Rehabilitation #5:   If the storefront is missing, it is also possible to install a new storefront that is compatible, yet contemporary.  The new storefront should exhibit traditional storefront design, such as large expanses of glass and a transom.  Photos from left to right: New storefront being installed; storefront completed. 



STOREFRONTS: 
 Modern Storefront Rehab 
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www.mdf.org/mdc_resource_cafe_php 



STOREFRONTS:  Design 
 Traditional Storefront Opening as Picture Frame 
 Many possibilities and interpretations to explore 
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STOREFRONTS: 
 Contemporary design  
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 Contemporary design  
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STOREFRONTS:  Contemporary design 
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STOREFRONTS: 
 Old and new together 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 15th Annual Maine Downtown Conference 



ADDITIONS & MAKEOVERS 
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STOREFRONTS: 
BASICS 
 
Thanks for your interest  
and attention.  Good luck 
with your projects! 

 
      mlcarch@comcast.net    207 865-0346 

mailto:mlcarch@comcast.net
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