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A shopkeeper rolls out an awning at the beginning of the
workday; a family gathers under a porch awning on a
late summer afternoon. These are familiar and compelling
images of earlier urban and residential life in America.
For two centuries, awnings not only played an important
functional role, they helped define the visual character of
our streetscapes. Yet, compared to historic photographs
of downtowns and neighborhoods with myriad awnings,
today’s streets often seem plain and colorless.

Throughout their history, awnings have had great appeal.
Along with drapes, curtains, shutters, and blinds they
provided natural climate control in an age before air
conditioning and tinted glass. By blocking out the sun’s
rays while admitting daylight and allowing air to circulate

between interior and exterior, they were remarkably
efficient and cost effective. Awnings permitted window-
shopping on rainy days; they protected show window
displays from fading due to sunlight. On the primary
facade and near eye level, they were central to a building’s
appearance. Manufacturers came up with attractive,
attention-getting awnings featuring distinctive stripes,
ornate valances and painted lettering and logos. With a
wide range of color and pattern choices, owners could
select an awning that complemented the building and get
both style and function in a relatively affordable package
(Figs. 1 and 2).

In recent years, building owners and others interested
in historic buildings have rediscovered awnings. Local

Figure 1. Storefront awnings over sidewalks and entrances were typical features of American streetscapes for much of the 19th and 20th centuries.
Photo of Larimer Street, Denver, Colorado, c. 1870, Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, x-22058.



Figure 2. Awnings were an easy way to dress up and distinguish
homes of virtually any style. Image: Otis Awning Fabrics Company
brochure, c. 1920s.

“main street” preservation programs encouraging—and
in some cases funding—rehabilitation work have
helped spur the awning’s return. Continued concerns
over energy efficiency have also persuaded building
owners and developers to use awnings to reduce heat
gain, glare, and cooling costs. Because awnings were
so common until the mid-twentieth century, they are
visually appropriate for many historic buildings, unlike
some other means of energy conservation.

This Preservation Brief provides
historical background

much ‘tis beaten about, betwixt the poles and cross-
beams.” Over the next two millennia awnings appeared
throughout the world, while the technology used in their
construction changed little.

Awnings in the 19th Century

When awnings began to commonly appear on American
storefronts—during the first half of the 19th century—
they were simple, often improvised, and strictly
utilitarian assemblies. The basic hardware consisted of
timber or cast-iron posts set along the sidewalk edge
and linked by a front cross bar (Fig. 3). To lend support
to larger installations, angled rafters linked the front
cross bar to the building facade. The upper end of the
canvas was connected to the facade with nails, with
grommets and hooks, or by lacing the canvas to a head-
rod bolted to the facade. The other (projecting) end of
the canvas was draped over, or laced to, a front bar with
the edge often hanging down to form a valance. On
ornate examples, metal posts were adorned with filigree
and the tops decorated with spear ends, balls or other
embellishments. On overcast days or when rain did

not threaten, the covering was often rolled up against
the building facade; during the winter months proper
maintenance called for the removal and storage of

information about diverse
awning applications in the
United States; suggests ways
that historic awnings can best
be maintained, repaired, and
preserved; and recommends
the varying circumstances in
which replacement in kind,
or new awning design may
be appropriate for historic
buildings.

Historical Background

Awnings are remarkable
building features that have
changed little over the course
of history. Records dating
back to ancient Egypt and
Syria make note of woven
mats that shaded market stalls
and homes. In the Roman
Empire, large retractable
fabric awnings sheltered the
seating areas of amphitheatres
and stadiums, including the
Coliseum. The Roman poet
Lucretius, in 50 B.C., likened
thunder to the sound that
“linen-awning, stretched, o’er
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Figure 3. Early 19th century awnings featured canvas coverings stretched between the building facade
and post-supported front bars. Projecting frameworks of extension bars were not common until later in

mighty theatres, gives forth at e century. Photo: Second Street, Philadelphia, c. 1841, Print and Photo Collection, The Free Library of

times, a cracking roar, when
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Philadelphia.












Figure 9. A wide selection of striped patterns took the awning
beyond its original, utilitarian function to serve as a decorative and
appealing building feature. Photo: Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographic Division, LC-D4-62072.

Awnings increasingly functioned as signs identifying

the proprietor’s name, goods on offer, or year of
establishment. It was a trend that would culminate over
a century later with awning installations in which shelter
was secondary to advertisement (Fig. 11).

Awnings in the 20th Century

Awning development during the early twentieth century
focused on improving operability. Variations in roller
awnings addressed the need to provide an increasingly
customized product that accomodated a wide range of
storefront configurations and styles.

New folding-arm awnings appeared that operated either
vertically or horizontally supplementing the fixed-arm
awnings developed in the latter 19th century. Vertical
folding arms were made up of smaller hinged arms

that crossed like scissors. Operated by gravity the arms
extended outward pulling the covering off the roller.
Like a fixed-arm awning, the pitch of this scissors-type
awning varied depending on whether it was fully or
only partially extended (Fig. 12). Somewhat different
was the “lateral arm awning” a horizontally operating
awning that worked like a human elbow with the spring
action in the arms pushing outward toward the street,
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Figure 10. The expanding awning industry manufacturered frames
and cut fabric for every type of window and door opening. This
19th century catalog illustration provides measuring instructions to
assure a custom fit. Awnings were typically set within the window
opening.

6

[A GOQD PLACE TQ EAT ] |[CAFETERIA) [snossﬂ tsnoss THAT _WEAR ]
i

)
T L QUL T Tl T

4 [DIAMONDS| STRAUS THE JEWELER
NSRS RN
g

N\
—_—

ICE CREAM | CANDIES Xumcheonelte/ ICES
'utmmi*\w/w“w.«%m%ﬁm%m%ﬁﬁwzj

Top° 103

0116
CurleinD/ o

Curtainp
Jringe to
match

!

LADIES READY TO WEAR |MILLINERY lygomgmu STEAKS aw CHOPS ]
e "mu'wn‘}lﬂm-ﬁ“mlu 1 “'Inlm' %ﬁ""m

| - T ]~ i
mfi“'“'hn.mu"‘/"ﬁi«mw u'“"‘uﬁuuiimmlﬂlwﬂ.m "“‘Ihuinn&u}:,m'?“""ll?

N R
3 Curtain

\ \ ! ‘ \\ (0}

| N U DOGS \\

(7 L/
THE $PecaZl STORE ] DRUGS BAR-B*Q- | FACE FILLING STATION |
LV'\I_J Lyﬂ LA NINNANNANNNANNNANN

2 DESIGNS FOR STORE AWNINGS

il

Figure 11. A page from an early 20th century catalog shows lettering
and signage that could be applied to commercial awnings. Image:
Anchor Industries, Inc.

unfurling the cover from the roller and maintaining
tension. Lateral-arm awnings featured a shallow drop
that remained relatively constant regardless of how far
the arms were extended (Fig. 13). Operable awnings,
whether fixed arm, scissors arm, or lateral arm, rapidly
gained popularity as customers came to appreciate the
flexibility, concealed appearance, and longer lifespan
made possible by roller units.

New Coverings. Slower to change was the fabric used
to cover awnings. Canvas duck remained the common
awning fabric during the first half of the 20th century.
However, its tendency to stretch and fade, and its
susceptability to mildew, and flammable materials like
cigarettes and matches motivated the awning industry
to search for alternatives. Shortly after World War II,

a vinyl plastic coating that increased fade and water
resistance was first applied to the canvas. By the 1960s,
vinyl resins, acrylic fibers and polyester materials were
all being used to provide a longer-lasting awning cover.
Ironically, just when these innovations promised more









When an existing awning is determined to be
appropriate to the building, a program of repair

and regular maintenance should be developed. The
condition of its covering, hardware, connections between
the hardware and the building, and the awning’s
operability should be evaluated. Hardware such as
arms, rollers, and gearboxes may only need cleaning and
lubrication. In other cases more substantial repairs by an
awning company familiar with historic hardware may
also be needed.

Awning Repair and Maintenance. The best
preservation practice is to maintain and repair historic
features. The proper care and maintenance of existing
awnings and canopies will extend the life of both
hardware and covering while ensuring the safety of
those passing beneath them. Parts for historic hardware
can still be obtained from some suppliers, either from
existing stock or as newly manufactured pieces. In some
cases, new marine and boating hardware can substitute
for missing historic awning hardware. Damaged pieces
of the still popular galvanized pipe frames can easily

be bent back into shape or, if necessary, replaced with
virtually identical material.

Ongoing maintenance consists of keeping all pivot
points and gears lubricated and clean of debris. Regular
inspections should also include checking for rust

on the frame and hardware. Such areas should be
promptly scraped and painted, as rust may discolor and
deteriorate fabric coverings. When awning hardware

is properly repaired and maintained, its lifespan can be
significantly extended.

Exposure to the elements and the limited lifespan

of even new acrylic fabrics mean the repair and
replacement of the covering will probably occur more
frequently than work on the frame or hardware. The
longevity of any fabric covering is largely dependent
upon where it is installed and how it is cared for.
Awnings beneath overhanging trees, for example, are
vulnerable to sap, fruit, and animal droppings that
contain acids, which can deteriorate and discolor fabrics.
Branches, flags, banners or other objects brushing
against an awning can abrade the awning fabric. With
proper care acrylic fabrics on fixed awnings have

a service life of eight to fifteen years of year-round
exposure.

Figure 15. This 1950s-era dry cleaner has an aluminum awning that,
with its vertical pattern and alternating stripes, complements the
facade’s porcelain enamel panes and aluminum mullions. The awning
forms an essential element of the building’s historic character.

Figure 16. These fiberglass “clamshell” awnings, although not as

old as the 1930s building to which they were affixed, are important
features that have acquired significance. They were retained when
the building was recently rehabilitated.
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Regular cleaning will lengthen the lifespan of any
awning. About once a month the covering should be
hosed down with clean water. Choose a sunny day

so that the fabric dries quickly and thoroughly. Keep
retractable awnings extended until they dry completely.
The awning underside can be kept clean by brushing

it with a household broom. Regular cleaning helps
prevent dirt from becoming embedded in the fabric. At
least twice a year the awning should be gently scrubbed
using a soft brush and a mild, natural soap (not a
detergent) and rinsed with a garden hose. Every two

or three years, professional cleaning is recommended.
During this process, the covering is usually removed
from the building, washed, and treated with an
appropriate water repellant solution. Local awning
companies may offer this service or the building owner
can ship the covering to a specialty awning cleaning
firm. Depending on the frame style and fabric, some
awnings may be cleaned without being removed.

While most fixed awnings remain in place year round,
they last longer if taken down at the end of the warm
weather season. Preferably, coverings should be
removed by an awning service that can clean them,
restitch seams if necessary, and store them for the
winter. Property owners removing awning coverings
themselves need to store them in a dry place with good
air circulation.

If a covering begins to sag between cleanings, the cause
(an object on top stretching the material, loose laces, a
damaged seam) must be addressed as soon as possible.
When other maintenance or repair work is undertaken
on the building, it is advisable to remove fixed awnings
temporarily, as they are easily damaged or stained by
materials dropped from above.

Although more durable than in times past, awning
covers can still develop tears and holes caused by
ladders, falling trees, and vandalism. Fabric nearing the
end of its service life is most vulnerable to tearing along
the seams. Though awning companies are usually called
to do repairs, enterprising owners can undertake some
work themselves. If the damage is minor, repair work
may be done while the awning remains in place. Small
holes or tears in acrylic coverings can be immediately
treated with a hot needle or awl that will melt the frayed
edges and prevent the damage from spreading. Patch
kits are available that function like band-aids, keeping
the torn edges together. These patches, glued or sewn

to the fabric, let the awning color show through but do
have a semi-gloss sheen to them. Significant damage
requires removing the covering and, usually, sending

it to a sewing shop. There, work may include inserting
a fabric patch, restitching seams, or replacing an entire
fabric panel. If the awning is relatively new it is possible
to obtain a good match between replacement and
original material.

Installing New Awnings

Since fabrics are subject to weathering and deterioration
and hardware is exposed to the elements, some awnings
may be beyond repair. Depending on the circumstances,
new awnings may replace deteriorated existing awnings
in kind or be installed where awnings were once in place
as seen in pictorial or physical documentation. In other
instances, they may be newly installed where no awning
previously existed, provided they are compatible with
the historic building. Whatever the circumstances, it

is important to select an appropriate awning shape,
material, frame dimensions, signage (if any), and
placement on the facade.

If the condition of a historically appropriate existing
awning is beyond repair, it should be used as the basis
for selecting a replacement. When a historic awning

is missing, owners should first look for evidence of a
previous awning installation. Evidence can be either
physical or documentary. The existence of surviving
hardware—rollers and arms, gearboxes, clamps and
other fasteners—or signs that hardware was once in
place, such as bolt holes or recessed roller boxes—are
the most likely forms of physical evidence (Fig. 17).
Storefront remodeling projects often uncover concealed
and disused awning hardware that can either be repaired
or at least suggest what type of awning was formerly

in place. This is especially true for awnings that had an
operating rod, gearboxes, and perhaps motors concealed
in recesses within the building wall. Protected from the
elements, these items are likely to survive in repairable
condition. Sometimes physical evidence of earlier
awnings can be found in the basement or upper floors
where hardware and even old coverings may have been
stored after being removed from the facade.

Clamps, fasteners, and bolt holes in an exterior wall can
reveal the position, type and dimensions of a missing









when installing new awnings on historic buildings to
ensure that the covering not obscure the building’s
distinctive architectural features (Fig. 22). Also, new
awning hardware should not be installed in a way
that damages historic materials. Clamps and fasteners
used to attach awning frames should penetrate mortar
joints rather than brick or other masonry surfaces. If
new backboards and rollers are installed, care needs to
be taken not to damage cornices or transoms. Finally,
awning placement, size, and shape must be compatible
with the historic character of the building (Figs. 23 and
24).

Material. Historically, awnings were covered with
canvas that was either solid in color or painted with
stripes. During the second half of the twentieth century
canvas fell out of favor and was superceded by vinyl
and other synthetic textiles. For various reasons
—particularly its reflectivity and texture—vinyl is
generally an unsuitable material for awnings on historic
buildings. Many historic review commissions note the
inappropriateness of vinyl in their guidelines and call
for the use of canvas, canvas blends, or acrylics that
resemble canvas.

Figure 22. These window awnings today match what would
have appeared in the 19th century. The fabric is slightly loose
on the frames, the valances hang freely, each window bay has its
own awning, and the awning frames are set within the openings.
Photo: Mike Jackson.

Weather-resistant acrylic fabrics such as solution-dyed
acrylic and acrylic-coated polyester-cotton approximate
the historic look of canvas coverings, yet afford a new
level of durability, color-fastness, and ease of use.
Quality poly-cotton coverings may be more appropriate
in some cases because, like traditional awnings, the
colors and stripes are painted directly on the upper
surface, while the underside remains a pearl gray color.

Signage. In addition to sheltering shoppers and
merchandise, and reducing glare and temperatures,
awnings on commercial buildings offer valuable
advertising space. Photographs from the mid-19th
century show a wide range of lettering and logos—
business names, types of trade (hosiery shop, telegraph
house), street numbers—on the sloped coverings and
side flaps of awnings. The most common placement

of a shop proprietor’s business name or service was on
the valance hanging down from the awning edge. The
front valance provided a flat surface visible whether the
awning was retracted against the building wall or fully
extended (Fig. 25). Many establishments, however, left
their awnings unadorned without any lettering.

Figure 23. This postwar aluminum awning does not contribute to
the character of this 19th century residence and could be replaced
during a rehabilitation project with a fabric shed awning more in
keeping with the building’s age and appearance.
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