





placed above each window and door. The signboard
above the storefront (the fascia covering the structural
beam) became a prominent part of the building. Canvas
awnings, or in some cases tin or wooden canopies, often
shaded storefronts of the late 19th century. Iron fronts
were frequently put onto existing buildings as a way of
giving them an up-to-date appearance. Except for expand-
ing the display window area to the maximum extent possi-
ble and the increasing use of canvas awnings, few major
technical innovations in storefront design can be detected
from the 1850’s through 1900.

The first decades of the 20th century saw the growing
use of decorative transom lights (often using small
prismatic glass panes) above display windows; in some
cases, these transoms could be opened to permit air circu-
lation into the store. Electric incandescent lights enabled
storeowners to call attention to their entrance and display
windows and permitted nighttime shopping. In the 1920's
and 1930’s a variety of new materials were introduced
into the storefront, including aluminum and stainless steel
framing elements, pigmented structural glass (in a wide
variety of colors), tinted and mirrored glass, glass block
and neon. A bewildering number of proprietary products
also appeared during this period, many of which went
into storefronts including Aklo, Vitrolux, Vitrolite, and
Extrudalite. Highly colored and heavily patterned marble
was a popular material for the more expensive storefronts
of this period. Many experiments were made with recessed
entries, floating display islands, and curved glass. The
utilization of neon lighting further transformed store signs
into elaborate flashing and blinking creations. During this
period design elements were simplified and streamlined;
transom and signboard were often combined. Signs utilized
typefaces for the period, including such stylized lettering
as “Broadway,” “Fino” and “Monogram.” Larger buildings
of this period, such as department stores, sometimes had
fixed metal canopies, with lighting and signs as an integral
component of the fascia (see figure 4).

Because commercial architecture responds to a variety
of factors—environmental, cultural, and economic,
distinct regional variations in storefronts can be noted.
Fixed metal canopies supported by guy wires, for exam-
ple, were common in late 19th and early 20th century
storefronts in southern states where it was advantageous
to have shaded entrances all year long. Such a detail was
less common in the northeast where moveable canvas
awnings predominated. These awnings could be lowered
in summer to keep buildings cooler and raised in winter
when sunlight helps to heat the building.

Evaluating the Storefront

The important key to a successful rehabilitation of a
historic commercial building is planning and selecting
treatments that are sensitive to the architectural character
of the storefront. As a first step, it is therefore essential to
identify and evaluate the existing storefront’s construction
materials; architectural features; and the relationship of
those features to the upper stores (see figure 5). This
evaluation will permit a better understanding of the store-
front’s role in, and significance to, the overall design of
the building. A second and equally important step in
planning the rehabilitation work is a careful examination
of the storefront’s physical conditions to determine the ex-

tent and nature of rehabilitation work needed (see figure
6). In most cases, this examination is best undertaken by a
qualified professional.

Figure 4. This storefront in New York City designed by Ray-
mond Loewy typifies the streamlined look of the 1930's. Added
to an earlier buiding, the front utilizes glass, stainless steel and
neon to make a modern statement. This is a good example of a
later storefront which has acquired significance and should be re-
tained in any rehabilitation.

Figure S. In some cases, as in the storefront on the extreme left,
it is a simple matter to determine original appearance by looking
at neighboring storefronts. Removal of the board and batten
fasciaboard, pent roof, and “colonial” style door, all of which
could be undertaken at minimal cost, would restore the original
proportions and lines of the building. Photo: Day Johnston







styles and detailing that contribute to the character;
removing a storefront dating from 1910 simply because
other buildings in the district have been restored to their
1860's appearance may not be the best preservation ap-
proach. If the storefront design is a good example of its
period and if it has gained significance over time, it
should be retained as part of the historical evolution of
the building (this architectural distinctiveness could also
be an economic asset as it may attract attention to the

building).

Deciding a Course of Action

The evaluation of the storefront’s architectural features
and physical condition will help determine the best course
of action in the actual rehabilitation work. The following
recommendations, adapted from the Secretary of the In-
terior’s “Standards for Rehabilitation” and the accom-
panying interpretive guidelines, are designed to ensure
that the historic commercial character of the building is
retained in the rehabilitation process.

If the original or significant storefront exists, repair and
retain the historic features using recommended treatments
(see following sections on rehabilitating metal, wood and
masonry storefronts as well as the guidelines for rehabili-
tating existing historic storefronts found on page 3 ).

If the original or significant storefront no longer exists
or is too deteriorated to save, undertake a contemporary
design which is compatible with the rest of the buiding in
scale, design, materials, color and texture; or undertake
an accurate restoration based on historical research and
physical evidence (see section on “Replacement Store-
fronts”). Where an original or significant storefront no
longer exists and no evidence exists to document its early
appearance, it is generally preferable to undertake a con-
temporary design that retains the commercial “flavor” of
the building. The new storefront design should not draw
attention away from the historic building with its detailing
but rather should respect the existing historic character of
the overall building. A new design that copies traditional
details or features from neighboring buildings or other
structures of the period may give the building a historical
appearance which blends in with its neighbors but which
never, in fact, existed. For this reason, use of conjectural
designs, even if based on similar buildings elsewhere in
the neighborhood or the availability of different architec-
tural elements from other buildings or structures, is gen-
erally not recommended.

Rehabilitating Metal Storefronts

Rehabilitating metal storefronts can be a complex and
time-consuming task. Before steps are taken to analyze or
treat deteriorated storefronts, it is necessary to know
which metal is involved, because each has unique prop-
erties and distinct preservation treatments. Storefronts
were fabricated using a variety of metals, including cast
iron, bronze, copper, tin, galvanized sheet iron, cast zinc,
and stainless steel. Determining metallic composition can
be a difficult process especially if components are en-
crusted with paint. Original architect’s specifications
(sometimes available from permit offices, town halls, or
records of the original owner) can be important clues in
this regard and should be checked if at all possible.

Iron—a magnetic, gray-white malleable metal, readily
susceptible to oxidation. Cast iron, most commonly found
in storefronts, is shaped by molds and can withstand great
compressive loads. Rolled sheet iron, sometimes galvanized
with zinc, also was used in storefront construction. Stain-
less steel began to appear in storefronts after 1930.

Zinc—a medium-hard, bluish-white metal, widely used
as a protective coating for iron and steel. It is softer than
iron and is nonmagnetic.

Copper—a nonmagnetic, corrosion-resistant, malleable
metal, initially reddish-brown but when exposed to the at-
mosphere turns brown to black to green.

Bronze and brass—nonmagnetic, abrasive-resistant
alloys combining copper with varying amounts of zinc,
lead, or tin. These copper alloys, more commonly found
in office buildings or large department stores, range in
color from lemon yellow to golden brown to green
depending on their composition and are well suited for
casting (see figure 7).

Aluminum—a lightweight, nonmagnetic metal common-
ly found on storefronts dating from the 1920's and 30's.
Its brightness and resistance to corrosion has made it a
popular storefront material in the 20th century.

Figure 7. Part of a large office building constructed in Wash-
ington, D.C. in 1928, this finely detailed bronze storefront is
typical of many constructed during this period. It should be
noted that the original grilles, spandrel panel and window above
are all intact. Photo: David W. Look, AIA



Repair and Replacement of Metal

Simply because single components of a storefront need
repair or replacement should not be justification for
replacing an entire storefront. Deteriorated metal architec-
tural elements can be repaired by a variety of means,
although the nature of the repair will depend on the ex-
tent of the deterioration, the type of metal and its loca-
tion, and the overall cost of such repairs. Patches can be
used to mend, cover or fill a deteriorated area. Such
patches should be a close match to the original material to
prevent galvanic corrosion. Splicing—replacement of a
small section with new material—should be undertaken on
structural members only when temporary bracing has
been constructed to carry the load. Reinforcing—or brac-
ing the damaged element with additional new metal
material—can relieve fatigue or overloading in some situa-
tions.

If metal components have deteriorated to a point where
they have actually failed (or are missing), replacement is
the only reasonable course of action. If the components
are significant to the overall design of the storefront, they
should be carefully removed and substituted with com-
ponents that match the original in material, size and
detailing (see figure 8).

Figure 8. When the Grand Opera House in Wilmington, Dela-
ware, was rehabilitated, missing cast-iron columns were cast of
aluminum to match the original; in this particular case, because
these columns do not carry great loads, aluminum proved to be
successful substitute. Photo: John G. Waite

Before going to the expense of reproducing the original,
it may be useful to check salvage yards for compatible
components. Missing parts of cast iron storefronts can be
replaced by new cast iron members that are reproductions
of the original. New wooden patterns, however, usually
need to be made if the members are large. This procedure
tends to be expensive (it is usually impossible to use ex-
isting iron components as patterns to cast large elements
because cast iron shrinks 1/5 inch per foot as it cools). In
some situations, less expensive substitute materials such as
aluminum, wood, plastics, and fiberglass, painted to
match the metal, can be used without compromising the
architectural character of the resource.

Cleaning and Painting

Cast iron storefronts are usually encrusted with layers of
paint which need to be removed to restore crispness to the
details. Where paint build-up and rust are not severe
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problems, handscraping and wire-brushing are viable
cleaning methods. While it is necessary to remove all rust
before repainting, it is not necessary to remove all paint.
For situations involving extensive paint build-up and cor-
rosion, mechanical methods such as low-pressure gentle
dry grit blasting (80-100 psi) can be effective and eco-
nomical, providing a good surface for paint. Masonry and
wood surfaces adjacent to the cleaning area, however,
should be protected to avoid inadvertent damage from the
blasting. It will be necessary to recaulk and putty the
heads of screws and bolts after grit blasting to prevent
moisture from entering the joints. Cleaned areas should be
painted immediately after cleaning with a rust-inhibiting
primer to prevent new corrosion. Before any cleaning is
undertaken, local codes should be checked to ensure com-
pliance with environmental safety requirements.

Storefronts utilizing softer metals (lead, tin), sheet metals
(sheet copper), and plated metals (tin and terneplate)
should not be cleaned mechanically (grit blasting) because
their plating or finish can be easily abraded and damaged.
It is usually preferable to clean these softer metals with a
chemical (acid pickling or phosphate dipping) method.
Once the surface of the metal has been cleaned of all cor-
rosion, grease, and dirt, a rust-inhibiting primer coat
should be applied. Finish coats especially formulated for
metals, consisting of lacquers, varnishes, enamels or
special coatings, can be applied once the primer has dried.
Primer and finish coats should be selected for chemical
compatibility with the particular metal in question.

Bronze storefronts, common to large commercial office
buildings and major department stores of the 20th cen-
tury, can be cleaned by a variety of methods; since all
cleaning removes some surface metal and patina, it should
be undertaken only with good reason (such as the need to
remove encrusted salts, bird droppings or dirt). Excessive
cleaning can remove the texture and finish of the metal.
Since this patina can protect the bronze from further
corrosion, it should be retained if possible. If it is
desirable to remove the patina to restore the original sur-
face of the bronze, several cleaning methods can be used:
chemical compounds including rottenstone and oil, whit-
ing and ammonia, or precipitated chalk and ammonia, can
be rubbed onto bronze surfaces with a soft, clean cloth
with little or no damage. A number of commercial
cleaning companies successfully use a combination of 5%
oxalic acid solution together with finely ground India
pumice powder. Fine glass-bead blasting (or peening) and
crushed walnut shell blasting also can be acceptable
mechanical methods if carried out in controlled circum-
stances under low (80-100 psi) pressure. Care should be
taken to protect any adjacent wood or masonry from the
blasting.

The proper cleaning of metal storefronts should not be
considered a “do-it-yourself” project. The nature and
condition of the material should be assessed by a compe-
tent professional, and the work accomplished by a
com-pany specializing in such work.

Rehabilitating Wooden Storefronts

The key to the successful rehabilitation of wooden store-
fronts is a careful evaluation of existing physical condi-
tions. Moisture, vandalism, insect attack, and lack of
maintenance can all contribute to the deterioration of
wooden storefronts. Paint failure should not be mistaken-
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