
ADDRESS: 1330-36 CHESTNUT ST  
Name of Resource: F.W. Woolworth Co. Store  
Proposed Action: Designation   
Property Owner: Treeco/Manor LP 
Nominator: Historical Commission staff   
Staff Contact: Dan Shachar-Krasnoff, daniel.shachar-krasnoff@phila.gov    
  
OVERVIEW: This nomination proposes to designate the Woolworth Building, 1330-36 Chestnut 
Street, and list it on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places. The nomination contends that 
the Woolworth Store, built in 1949, satisfies Criteria for Designation A, C, D, and H. Under 
Criterion A, the nomination argues that the purpose-built Woolworth Store was part of a 
comprehensive effort by the company to develop large flagship stores in downtowns across the 
United States and Canada. Under Criteria C and D, the nomination argues that the store’s 
design is based in the Modernist, International Style, with some references to the Art 
Deco/Streamline Moderne styles. Under Criterion H the nomination maintains that the 
Woolworth Store’s horizontality, minimal aesthetic, and stark white color sets it apart from 
surrounding structures making at a distinctive feature in Center City generally and the 1300 
block of Chestnut Street in particular. The period of significance spans from 1949 when the 
building was constructed, to 1960 when the character-defining original WOOLWORTH sign was 
replaced.    
  
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: The staff recommends that the property at 1330-36 Chestnut Street, 
the Woolworth Store, satisfies Criteria for Designation A, C, D, and H and should be designated 
as historic and listed on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places.  
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REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON HISTORIC DESIGNATION 
OF THE PHILADELPHIA HISTORICAL COMMISSION 

 
WEDNESDAY, 17 APRIL 2024 
REMOTE MEETING ON ZOOM 
EMILY COOPERMAN, CHAIR 

 
CALL TO ORDER  

 
START TIME IN AUDIO RECORDING: 00:00:00 
 
The Chair called the meeting to order at 9:30 a.m. The following Committee members joined 
her:  
 

Committee Member Present Absent Comment 
Emily Cooperman, Ph.D., Chair X   
Suzanna Barucco X   
Jeff Cohen, Ph.D.  X  
Bruce Laverty X   
Debbie Miller X   
Elizabeth Milroy, Ph.D.  X  

 
The meeting was held remotely via Zoom video and audio-conferencing software.  
 
The following staff members were present:  

Jonathan Farnham, Executive Director 
Kim Chantry, Historic Preservation Planner III 
Mary Costello, Esq., Law Department 
Laura DiPasquale, Historic Preservation Planner III 
Shannon Garrison, Historic Preservation Planner III 
Kristin Hankins, Historic Preservation Planner I 
Heather Hendrickson, Historic Preservation Planner II 
Ted Maust, Historic Preservation Planner II 
Allyson Mehley, Historic Preservation Planner II 
Leonard Reuter, Esq., Law Department 
Dan Shachar-Krasnoff, Historic Preservation Planner II 
Alex Till, Historic Preservation Planner II 

 
The following persons attended the online meeting:  

Abbey Lewis 
Adam Goldman 
Albert Krull 
Allison Weiss, SoLo Germantown 
Amy Lambert 
Andrew Goodman, City Councilmember Gauthier’s Office 
Andrew Scott 
Angela Kent 
Anna Steiner 
Anthony Killough, Penn Holdings Pine 1 LLC 
Barbara Tilley 
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ITEM: 1039 CHESTNUT ST 
MOTION: Designate; Criteria A, C, D, and J 
MOVED BY: Barucco 
SECONDED BY: Miller 

VOTE 
Committee Member Yes No Abstain Recuse Absent 

Emily Cooperman, Chair X     
Suzanna Barucco X     
Jeff Cohen     X 
Bruce Laverty X     
Debbie Miller X     
Elizabeth Milroy     X 

Total 4    2 
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START TIME OF DISCUSSION IN ZOOM RECORDING: 01:51:27 
 

PRESENTERS: 
• Mr. Shachar-Krasnoff presented the nomination to the Committee on Historic 

Designation. 
• Attorney Michael Phillips and preservation consultant George Thomas represented 

the property owner. 
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DISCUSSION: 
• Mr. Phillips declared that the nomination does not demonstrate that the property 

satisfies Criteria for Designation A, C, D, or H. He noted that George Thomas and 
Richard Wentzel authored reports opposing the nomination.  

• Mr. Thomas spoke in opposition to the nomination. He described inappropriate 
alterations beginning in the 1960s through recent years. In the 1960s, a new 
entrance was created at the west end of the front elevation facilitating use of the 
upper floors by a stockbroker. Recent alterations include large areas of colored tile 
and signs for current businesses altering the building’s symmetry. He also noted that 
the storefront no longer reflects the original material or dimensions. The rear 
elevation on Sansom Street is compromised by the removal of polished stone 
entrances and masonry infilling of windows. Mr. Thomas opined that the store was 
irrelevant to the history of the Woolworth’s chain. He argued that the Philadelphia 
stores were a subset of the Wilkes-Barre region, not a region unto itself. He also 
stated that the building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street was not a significant flagship as it 
was built later than those in other cities. His opinion was that the poorly designed 
Woolworth building lacks the characteristics of the International Style as defined by 
Alfred Barr. He continued that the building is incongruous with the context of Beaux 
Arts “canyon” that developed in the vicinity of City Hall after it opened in the 1890s. 
His judgement is that the low slung, horizontal Woolworth’s building is incongruous 
with these majestic buildings. He criticized the nomination for not exploring 
Philadelphia Modern buildings in the Vertical Style that became the basis for Art 
Deco design with examples such as Rittenhouse Plaza (1925), Horn and Hardart 
Offices (1929), Horn and Hardart bakeries (1931 & 1939) and the N.W. Ayer Building 
(1929). The nomination also did not address the work of George Howe. Mr. Thomas 
further argued that several of the building’s character-defining features on the north 
and south facades are non-compliant with contemporary building codes and 
therefore the building is a poor candidate for adaptive reuse. For example, the north 
facade’s horizontal windows are too high off the floor to meet code requirements as a 
means of egress. Mr. Thomas declared that the building’s current zoning 
classification allows for a very tall building, and historic designation would therefore 
reduce the value of the property. 

• Ms. Cooperman commented that the design of the building is Modern even if it does 
not comply with Alfred Barr’s design rules. She said the nomination is a flagship 
store for Woolworth’s within a Philadelphia context, and despite alterations, the 
original design is clearly decipherable. 

• Mr. Laverty opined that the building represented the transition from the Victorian city 
to an embrace of Modern commercial buildings. He identified a relationship between 
the Woolworth building and the Victor Gruen designed Robinson Building on Market 
Street. 

• Ms. Barucco observed that the Woolworth Building is important in the context of 
Philadelphia and that alterations have not detracted from the building’s Modern 
character. She stated that 1330-36 Chestnut Street satisfies Criterion H because its 
design is so different from its context. 

• Ms. Miller agreed that the design is unique compared to its context and therefore is 
worthy of designation, including under Criterion H. 

 
PUBLIC COMMENT:  

• Oscar Beisert, representing the Keeping Society, spoke in support of the nomination. 
• Jay Farrell spoke in support of the nomination. 



COMMITTEE ON HISTORIC DESIGNATION, 17 APRIL 2024 17 
PHILADELPHIA HISTORICAL COMMISSION, PRESERVATION@PHILA.GOV 
PHILADELPHIA’S PRINCIPAL PUBLIC STEWARD OF HISTORIC RESOURCES 

• Samantka Monroe spoke in opposition to the nomination. 
• David Traub, representing Save Our Sites, spoke in support of the nomination. 
• Steven Peitzman spoke in support of the nomination. 

 
COMMITTEE ON HISTORIC DESIGNATION FINDINGS & CONCLUSIONS: 
The Committee on Historic Designation found that: 

• The building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is designed in a Modern style. 
• The building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street was constructed as a flagship Woolworth’s 

Store in downtown Philadelphia. 
• The original design of the building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is readily apparent 

despite alterations.  
• The building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is significant in the context of Philadelphia. 

 
The Committee on Historic Designation concluded that: 

• The nomination demonstrates that the property satisfies Criterion A as a purpose-
built Woolworth Store that was part of a comprehensive effort by the company to 
develop large flagship stores in downtowns across the United States and Canada.  

• The nomination demonstrates that the property satisfies Criteria C and D because 
the design is based in the Modernist, International Style, with some references to the 
Art Deco/Streamline Moderne styles. 

• The nomination demonstrates that the property satisfies Criterion H, owing to its 
horizontal, minimal aesthetic, and stark white color that sets it apart from surrounding 
structures, making it a distinctive feature in Center City generally and the 1300 block 
of Chestnut Street in particular. 

 
COMMITTEE ON HISTORIC DESIGNATION RECOMMENDATION: The Committee on Historic 
Designation voted to recommend that the nomination demonstrates that the property at 1330-36 
Chestnut Street satisfies Criteria for Designation A, C, D, and H. 
 
ITEM: 1330-36 CHESTNUT ST 
MOTION: Designate; Criteria A, C, D, and H 
MOVED BY: Miller 
SECONDED BY: Barucco 

VOTE 
Committee Member Yes No Abstain Recuse Absent 

Emily Cooperman, Chair X     
Suzanna Barucco X     
Jeff Cohen     X 
Bruce Laverty X     
Debbie Miller X     
Elizabeth Milroy     X 

Total 4    2 
 
 
  



1. ADDRESS OF HISTORIC RESOURCE (must comply with an Office of Property Assessment address)

Street address:__________________________________________________________________ 

Postal code:_______________ 

2. NAME OF HISTORIC RESOURCE

Historic Name:__________________________________________________________________ 

Current/Common Name:___________________________________________________________

3. TYPE OF HISTORIC RESOURCE

Building  Structure  Site   Object 

4. PROPERTY INFORMATION

Condition:  excellent  good  fair  poor ruins 

Occupancy:  occupied  vacant  under construction   unknown 

Current use:____________________________________________________________________

5. BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

Please attach 

6. DESCRIPTION

Please attach a narrative description and photographs of the e, site, setting, 
and surroundings. 

7. SIGNIFICANCE

Please attach a narrative Statement of Significance citing the Criteria for Designation the resource satisfies. 

Period of Significance (from year to year): from _________ to _________ 

Date(s) of construction and/or alteration:______________________________________________ 

Architect, engineer, and/or designer:_________________________________________________ 

Builder, contractor, and/or artisan:___________________________________________________ 

Original owner:__________________________________________________________________ 

Other significant persons:__________________________________________________________
1



CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION: 

The historic resource satisfies the following criteria for designation (check all that apply):
(a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural
characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the life of a person
significant in the past; or,
(b) Is associated with an event of importance to the history of the City, Commonwealth or Nation;
or,
(c) Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural style; or,
(d) Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style or engineering specimen; or,
(e) Is the work of a designer, architect, landscape architect or designer, or engineer whose work
has significantly influenced the historical, architectural, economic, social, or cultural development of
the City, Commonwealth or Nation; or,
(f) Contains elements of design, detail, materials or craftsmanship which represent a significant
innovation; or,
(g) Is part of or related to a square, park or other distinctive area which should be preserved
according to an historic, cultural or architectural motif; or,
(h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an established and
familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City; or,
(i) Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in pre-history or history; or
(j) Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social or historical heritage of the community.

8. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES

Please attach a bibliography.

9. NOMINATOR

Organization______________________________________Date________________________________

Name with Title__________________________________ Email________________________________ 

Street Address____________________________________Telephone____________________________ 

City, State, and Postal Code______________________________________________________________ 

Nominator is  is not the property owner. 

PHC USE ONLY 

Date of Receipt:_______________________________________________________________________ 

Correct-Complete  Incorrect-Incomplete  Date:_________________________________ 

Date of Notice Issuance:_________________________________________________________________ 

Property Owner at Time of Notice: 

Name:_________________________________________________________________________

Address:_______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

City:_______________________________________ State:____ Postal Code:_________ 

Date(s) Reviewed by the Committee on Historic Designation:____________________________________ 

Date(s) Reviewed by the Historical Commission:______________________________________________

Date of Final Action:__________________________________________________________ 

 Designated   Rejected    12/7/182

Kim.Chantry
Text Box
April 17, 2024



5. BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

Figure 1. Boundary outline of 1330-36 Chestnut Street. Source: Atlas.

Situate on the South side of Chestnut Street at the distance of thirty-two feet four inches West of 

Juniper Street, thence extending South a distance of two hundred and thirty feet to the North side 

of Sansom Street, thence extending ninety-three feet ten inches to the East side of Watts Street  

(opened twenty feet but not on the City Plan) thence extending North along said side of Watts 

Street seventy-six feet to a point on the on the South side of a four foot wide alley, thence 

extending North parallel with Juniper Street, crossing the head of said alley and through a wall 

partly erected on the premises the distance of one hundred and fifty-four feet to the South side of 

N
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Chestnut Street, thence extending East along the South side of Chestnut Street ninety-two feet 

six inches to the place of the beginning. Being 1330-36 Chestnut Street.   

6. ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION

Primary Façade – Chestnut Street 

Figure 2. Chestnut Street façade of 1330-36 Chestnut Street, July 2023.

The former Woolworth Building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is a three-story steel frame structure 

with concrete floors and a basement. The primary (north façade) on Chestnut Street has a glass 

and metal storefront on the first story. Contemporary newspaper reporting, the building permit 

and original drawings, and academic literature differ on the building’s exterior cladding: 

Alabama marble, structured glass, or manufactured stone is listed as the material, depending on 

the source. There are long, narrow horizontal metal windows on the second and third stories.   

The glass storefront is not the original configuration. It is asymmetrical with a longer east section 

than west section. Like the original design, the glass storefront angles away from the front of the 

façade creating an overhang at its deepest point where the doors to the current tenant, a furniture 

store, is located. 

At the east end of the first floor is a non-historic entry to a basement-level art supply store. The 

door is metal and above is a projecting base supporting an internally lit sign with channel letters. 

The west end of the first floor is an entry to a second story bowling alley. The bowling alley 
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entry is non-historic and has a metal and glass door. Above the door is a projecting base 

supporting a large, internally lit white bowling pin. Atop the glass storefront is a horizontal steel 

band composed of three stacked, rounded sections. Above the metal banding is a large quarter 

round of inset masonry which originally framed the large WOOLWORTH sign and now has a 

much smaller sign for the furniture store.     

The second story has a long horizontal window which originally stretched between simple 

rectangular quoins on the east and west ends of the second and third stories. There are seven such 

windows separated by mullions, and each has three symmetrical, horizontal metal muntins. The 

entire band of windows is surrounded by stainless steel that flares out at the east end. Alteration 

of the second story in the 2000s has reduced the length of these banded windows on the west 

end.  Also, the quoins on the east end are covered with applied tiles and those on the west end are 

covered with applied tiles and metal windows. 

The third story is mostly unaltered, with eight horizontal windows and the metal surround as on 

the second story. The only alteration at the third story is a two-sided narrow vertical sign inserted 

over the quoins at the east end of the façade. A metal parapet tops the building. 

Rear Façade – Sansom Street 

Figure 3. Sansom Street façade of 1330-36 Chestnut Street, July 2023. 

The Sansom Street (south) façade is three stories in height and is clad in buff brick. Each story is 

differentiated with horizontal bands of concrete that extend across the façade. The first story has 
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been altered from the original design with a centered doorway flanked by three narrow, vertical 

windows. Three door openings are located west of the vertical windows. There is a rectangular 

area of black metal shingles that encase the center door and vertical window openings. The 

second story features four symmetrical window openings at the center of the façade. The two 

middle openings are vertical while the flanking windows are slightly rectangular. The third story 

includes three former window openings that are evenly spaced. All the openings have been 

infilled. A simple concrete band serves as the parapet.   

West Side Façade – Watts Street 

A truncated west façade extends from Sansom Street about half of the distance to Chestnut 

Street. This is referred to as Watts Street on the legal description but is not on the City plan.  

Most of this façade is a plain brick wall extending three stories to the height of the building.   

The concrete banding of the south façade wraps this corner for approximately twenty feet. The 

second and third stories have a vertical window with industrial sash. Most of the height of the 

first story on this façade is painted black.  

Figure 4. West facade of 1330-36 Chestnut Street, August 2023.
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7. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Background 

The Philadelphia Inquirer on January 18, 1948, included an understated article noting that 

Turner Construction had been awarded the contract to build a Woolworth’s at 1330-36 Chestnut 

Street that would be three-stories in height and cost $1 million to build. There was no mention of 

the store’s design, only that it would be air conditioned, with escalators and two elevators.1   

Although the article noted the new store would open before the end of 1948, it did not open until 

April 6, 1949 (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. The Philadelphia Inquirer, January 18, 1948, p. 18. Source: newspapers.com.

1 “$1,000,000 Store Contract Let,” Philadelphia Inquirer, January 18, 1948, p. 18, newspapers.com. 
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The lead-up to the opening of the store included want ads for “Salesladies,” more specifically, 

“young women with selling experience preferred.” (Figure 6). These ads identified the new 

Woolworth’s as a “modern store.”2 

Figure 6. Advertisement for Woolworth’s, The Philadelphia Inquirer, March 6, 1949, p. 105. Source: newspapers.com.

The opening of the new store was aggressively advertised. A large ad in The Philadelphia 

Inquirer of April 5, 1949, the day before the store’s opening, imagined, “William Penn was 

astounded! The Founder sneaks a preview of The New Woolworth’s.” (Figure 7). The fantasy 

continues that Penn had been atop City Hall and tells the Woolworth’s manager he’s been 

“keeping my eye on this growing city for some time,” and, “one of the most amazing things I’ve 

seen is the new Woolworth Building and now I want to see the interior.”3 The advertisement 

included an illustration of the front façade and its prominent WOOLWORTH sign above the 

angled glass storefront.   

2 F.W. Woolworth, Co., “SALESLADIES.” Philadelphia Inquirer, March 6, 1949, newspapers.com.  
3 F.W. Woolworth Co., “William Penn was Astounded!” Philadelphia Inquirer, April 5, 1949, p. 16, newspapers.com. 
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Figure 7. Advertisement for Woolworth’s, The Philadelphia Inquirer, April 5, 1949, p. 16. Source: newspapers.com. 
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The Philadelphia Inquirer article of April 6, 1949, the day the store opened, read more as a press 

release. It noted that the design… “was planned from the foundation up to be distinctive among 

Woolworth stores and yet to harmonize,” according to Woolworth’s Assistant District Manager, 

J.S. Davidson, “with the Chestnut St tradition.”4 The article identified the size of the store, 

41,397 square feet.5  This made it significantly larger than the neighborhood stores for which 

Woolworth’s was known.  Not only was it much larger than a typical Woolworth’s, but pricing 

also distinguished the store from a typical five-and-dime. Woolworth’s abandoned its fixed prices 

for all goods in November 1935.6 The top price for goods at the 1330-36 Chestnut Street store 

would be $22.95 ($292.98 in today’s dollars). The Inquirer article also noted the diversity of 

products that included “sporting goods, lamp and shade bar, luggage department, flower shop 

and gift shop.”7  

Figure 8.  The Philadelphia Inquirer, April 6, 1949, p. 35. Source: newspapers.com.

4 “Woolworth Store To Open Today,” Philadelphia Inquirer, April 6, 1949, 35, newspapers.com. 
5 “Woolworth Store To Open Today,” 35.  
6 Woolworth’s First 75 Years, 1879-1954, (New York, F.W. Woolworth Co., 1954), 29. 
7 “Woolworth Store To Open Today,” 35.  
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The opening was an event. Mayor Bernard Samuel was there to speak and “cut the silken ribbon 

across the entrance.” In addition to the mayor, “several leading businessmen would speak, 

including Dr. James Cook, president of the Chestnut Street Association.”8 It was covered on 

television by WFIL-TV (now WPVI, Channel 6).9 

Figure 9 Advertisement for WFIL-TV, The Philadelphia Inquirer, April 6, 1949, p. 34. Source: newspapers.com.

8 “Woolworth Store To Open Today,” 35.  
9 “WFIL-TV Channel 6” Philadelphia Inquirer, April 6, 1949, 34. https://www.newspapers.com/image/172630241/ 
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Figure 10. Woolworth store at time of opening in 1949. Source: Temple University Urban Archive.

Figure 11. Woolworth store at the time of opening in 1949. Source: Parker & Mullikin, Free Library of Philadelphia Print and 
Picture Collection, via https://whyy.org/articles/mid-century-philly-1300-block-of-chestnut/.
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Harry W. Hakes designed this store and several other Woolworths’ in Southeast Pennsylvania and 

New Jersey:10   

• Jenkintown Borough, Montgomery County, PA (Altered)

• Lancaster City, Lancaster County, PA (Demolished)

• Princeton, Mercer County, NY (Status Unknown)

• Trenton, Mercer County PA (Extant)

No additional information regarding Mr. Hakes was identified in preparation for this nomination.  

If not for the building permit and the listing of his name in Turner Construction’s 1952 book 

promoting its projects, he would be unidentifiable as the building’s designer.  

Unlike many individually designated buildings constructed in the 20th century, the architects of 

Woolworth stores were not in the spotlight. For example, the National Register nomination for 

the Woolworth’s in Renton Washington, built in 1954, states that the architect could not be 

identified.11 The nomination to the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places for the former 

Woolworth’s store at 5607-13 Germantown Avenue, built in 1939, identifies the architect as 

Henry E. Curtis but provides no further information about him. Woolworth’s design needs were 

substantial enough that the corporation had architects on staff at the time of the development of 

1330-36 Chestnut Street. The address listed for Mr. Hakes on the building permit is identical to 

Woolworth’s regional office in Philadelphia at the time, 123 S. Broad Street.12  

10 Turner Construction Company: 50 Years of Building by Turner, (New York, Turner Construction Company, 1962) 
11 National Register of Historic Places, F.W. Woolworth Co. Store, Renton, WA, #15000880, p. 11. 
12 Building Permit #528. 1330-36 Chestnut Street, February 17, 1948. City of Philadelphia Municipal Archives. 
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Figure 12. Woolworth store in 1955. Source: PhillyHistory.org.

In 1960 the first change to a character-defining feature of the building is documented when 

Licenses and Inspections approved the removal of the iconic red channel letter WOOLWORTH 

sign. It was replaced with a neon panel sign, the appearance of which was unable to be found by 

the author.13 Therefore, the period of significance for this nomination is 1948 through 1960. The 

new panel sign must have covered the quarter-round cut-out where the WOOLWORTH sign 

stood front-and-center. In 1970 a new sign with blue letters and new logos replaced the neon sign 

from 1960.14 (Figure 13). 

13 Application for Street Advertising Device, Submission 7503 for 1336 Chestnut St., Approved March 31, 1960. 
14 License & Inspections Review, Findings & Opinion, Appeal No. 9643 for 1330 Chestnut St., April 1, 1970. 
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Figure 13. Woolworth store with panel sign, 1979. Source: Temple University Urban Archive.

It is noteworthy that in 1977 a new Woolworth opened in Center City at 11th and Market Streets 

(Figure 14). It was the first Center City Woolworth store to open since the 1330-36 Chestnut 

Street store’s ribbon was cut by Mayor Bernard Samuel in April 1949. The Woolworth at 1330-

36 Chestnut Street remained in operation through late-1997, about the time when F.W. 

Woolworth ceased operations.15 

15 “Its Greatest Sale Ever?” Philadelphia Daily News, August 25, 1997, p. 25, newspapers.com. 
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Figure 14. Woolworth store at 11th and Market Streets, 1977. Source: Temple University Urban Archive. 

 

Criteria for Designation 

The store’s history provides insight regarding comprehensive planning and development of one 

of the largest retailers in the United States and Canada during the 20th century. It also is 

revelatory regarding changes in commercial design aesthetics in the middle period of the 20th 

century. The Woolworth store at 1330-36 Chestnut Street therefore satisfies Criteria for 

Designation A, C, D, and H as delineated in Section 14-1004(1) of the Philadelphia Code. 

A. Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or 

cultural characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the 

life of a person significant in the past. 

The construction of the Woolworth store at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is significant as part of a 

comprehensive nation-wide construction effort to develop large flagship stores in downtowns 

across the United States and Canada.   

C. Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural style. 

D. Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style or engineering 

specimen. 
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The Woolworth store is significant as a design based in the Modernist, International Style, with 

some references to the Art Deco/Streamline Modern styles.   

H. Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an 

established and familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City. 

The building’s horizontality, minimal aesthetic and stark white color sets it apart from 

surrounding structures making at a distinctive feature in Center City generally and the 1300 

block of Chestnut Street in particular.    

 

CRITERION A 

Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural 

characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation. 

F.W. Woolworth’s Center City Locations 

The first F.W. Woolworth store was founded by Frank Winfield Woolworth in Utica, New York 

in February 1879. The store was unsuccessful. However, his second store that opened in 

Lancaster, PA, June 1879 did succeed.16 Between 1880 and 1911 a loosely affiliated group of 

owners of “dime stores” who had developed from F.W. Woolworth’s original store incorporated 

as the F.W. Woolworth Company. Upon incorporation in 1912 the organization had 631 stores in 

the United States and Canada. By 1930 it had grown to 1,881 stores, and even though the number 

of stores peaked in 1940 at 2,027, there were 1,938 stores in the annual report for 1949, the year 

in which the Woolworth’s at 1330-36 Chestnut Street opened.17   

The construction of the 1330-36 Chestnut Street Woolworth’s was the culmination of decades of 

operations by Woolworth’s in Center City Philadelphia. Center City was the first location of 

Woolworth’s in Philadelphia, at 43 N. 8th Street.18 As of 1914 there were two Woolworth 

locations in Center City, 1020 Market Street and 43 N. 8th Street.19 By 1935 there were three 

16 Woolworth’s First 75 Years, 1879-1954, (New York, F.W. Woolworth Co., 1954), p. 5. 
17 F.W. Woolworth Co., 1949 Annual Report, p.4. 
https://archive.org/details/woolworthvenatorfootlockerannualreports/woolworth1949/page/n5/mode/2up 
18 Gopsill’s Philadelphia Business Directory 1897. Germantown Historical Society. 
19 Philadelphia White & Yellow Pages 1914, Bell Telephone Company of Philadelphia, p.359. Library of Congress U.S. 
Telephone Directory. https://www.loc.gov/resource/usteledirec.usteledirec08081/?sp=190&st=image 
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locations in Center City: 1020 Market, 1210 Chestnut and 1618 Chestnut.20 About the time the 

store at 1330-36 Chestnut Street opened, the 1020 Market Street store closed, as did the 1210 

Chestnut store.21 From 1949 until 1960 the 1330-36 Chestnut Street and 1618 Chestnut Street 

stores remained. Between 1960 and 1965 the 1618 Chestnut Street store closed, leaving only the 

1330-36 Chestnut Street store in operation until 1977.22 The 1330-36 Chestnut Street Woolworth 

store ultimately closed with the dissolution of Woolworth stores in the 1990s.   

 
National Building Campaign 

Two important decisions by the Woolworth’s leadership in November and December 1935 

impacted the future development of the store at 1330-36 Chestnut Street. First, it was decided to 

eliminate the fixed pricing policy of the chain and allow the prices for items to exceed a 

predetermined limit. Second, store enlargement and modernization policies were adopted guiding 

the reconstruction/expansion of existing stores and the creation of new stores.23 Most of the 

stores created and enlarged by this policy were those in city neighborhoods and smaller towns. 

These stores typified the Woolworth brand for much of its existence. When the 1330-36 Chestnut 

Street Woolworth store opened in 1949, the company had thirty-five stores in Philadelphia of 

which only two were in Center City.24 

Despite the quantity of neighborhood stores, the chain developed very large stores in downtowns 

in major cities across the United States and Canada. From 1939-1962, fifteen such new stores 

were constructed in cities from Montreal to San Francisco and New Orleans to Minneapolis.  

Woolworth’s Annual Reports documented this construction and prominently pictured the new 

buildings.     

 

20 Philadelphia White & Yellow Pages 1935, Bell Telephone Company of Philadelphia, p. 626. Library of Congress, 
U.S. Telephone Directory. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/usteledirec.usteledirec08090/?sp=324&r=0.161,0.079,0.879,0.43,0 
21 Philadelphia White & Yellow Pages 1949, Bell Telephone Company of Philadelphia, p.1185 Library of Congress, 
U.S. Telephone Directory. https://www.loc.gov/resource/usteledirec.usteledirec08137/?sp=320&st=image 
22 “New Market St. Woolworth’s even features a delicatessen.” Philadelphia Inquirer, May 4, 1977, p. 42, 
newspapers.com.  
23 Woolworth’s First 75 Years, 29. 
24 Philadelphia White & Yellow Pages 1949, Bell Telephone Company of Philadelphia, p.1185 Library of Congress, 
U.S. Telephone Directory. https://www.loc.gov/resource/usteledirec.usteledirec08137/?sp=320&st=image 
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Following are images from the Annual Reports: 

 
Figure 15. Map of store expansion program from the 1949 Annual Report. This is the year that the 1330-36 Chestnut Street store 
opened. Source: https://archive.org/details/woolworthvenatorfootlockerannualreports/woolworth1949/page/n19/mode/2up. 

     
Figure 16. (Left) New York Woolworth store, 1939. (Right) Houston Woolworth store, 1949.  Source: 
https://archive.org/details/woolworthvenatorfootlockerannualreports.  

  
 

19



       
Figure 17. (Left) Cleveland Woolworth store, 1950. (Center) Seattle Woolworth store, 1951. (Right) San Francisco Woolworth 
store, 1952. Source: https://archive.org/details/woolworthvenatorfootlockerannualreports.  

 

       
Figure 18. (Left) New York 34th Street Woolworth store, 1953. (Center) New Orleans Woolworth store, 1954. (Right) St. Louis 
Woolworth store, 1956. Source: https://archive.org/details/woolworthvenatorfootlockerannualreports.  

 

CRITERIA C AND D 

C. Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural style. 

D. Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style or engineering specimen. 

The primary façade of the Woolworth building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street reflects the 

International Style of the Modern design movement which became a major force in commercial 

building from the mid-1940s through the 1960s. Elements that reflected this Modernistic 

aesthetic at the 1330-36 Chestnut Street Woolworth store were stark white masonry façade 

cladding, long horizontal banded windows, the “Woolworth” sign in bold, simple lettering and 

the angled glass storefront. Restraint and simplicity are apparent as the guiding principles of the 
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store’s design. “Modern” is a word used in articles and want ads for the store. Rounded metal 

framing of the windows and storefront openings, and the quoins at the edges of the façade were 

design elements from the past. However, these are secondary aspects to the original design.   

Jeffrey L. Baumoel’s “A Study in Postwar Architecture in Center City Philadelphia” is a detailed 

examination of International Style development in Center City on Chestnut and Sansom streets, 

between 10th Street to 23rd Street. Baumoel identified 1945 through 1954 as the “Early Postwar 

Modern” period during which the Woolworth’s at 1330-36 Chestnut Street was constructed.25 

Buildings during this period have varying degrees of the pre-war Art Deco/Art Moderne and 

Georgian Revival inspired expression and post-war Modern/International style design.   

The Woolworth and Swartz Furniture stores (1106 Chestnut Street, Figure 19) are identified as 

having greater influences of the Modern/International Style than those from the pre-war period. 

Like the Woolworth’s, Swartz Furniture is forward looking, in this case with large areas of glass 

and minimal adornment. Like Woolworth’s, it is looking back in its use of masonry and rounded 

metal elements that serve to separate each story of the design.26   

 
Figure 19. Swartz Furniture store, 1106 Chestnut Street, 1946. Source: Philadelphia Architects and Buildings: 
https://www.philadelphiabuildings.org/pab/app/pj_display.cfm/176213. 

25 Baumoel, Jeffery L., “A Study in Postwar Architecture in Center City, Philadelphia” MA thesis, University of 
Pennsylvania, 1992), 33. 
26 Baumoel, “A Study in Postwar Architecture,” 44. 
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By 1949 the International Style was being reflected in commercial design. World War II brought 

much domestic construction to a halt as resources were diverted for the war effort.  The 

Woolworth building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street was one of the first large development projects 

in Center City after World War II.   

There are two elements that reference pre-war design at the 1330-36 Chestnut Street Woolworth 

store. Baumoel notes that rounded metal elements which frame window openings, and the 

storefront are referential to Streamline Moderne design.27 It is also evident that the quoins 

forming the ends of the façade above the storefront, evoke a design aesthetic atypical of the 

International Style.  

 
Figure 20. Streamline Moderne metal casing design detail, July 2023.  
 

However, more design aspects reference International Style. The unembellished stark white 

masonry cladding in International Style suffices for ornament, rather than attaching components 

designed as “ornament.”   

 

27 Baumoel, “A Study in Postwar Architecture,” 40. 
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Historical Precedent of International Style 

The most prominent design elements of the Woolworth store were percolating in architectural 

development long before its construction in 1948-49. Narrow horizontal windows such as those 

on the 1330-36 Chestnut Street Woolworth’s gradually became prominent in Modern architecture 

in the first few decades of the 20th century. Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1909 National City Bank & 

Hotel (Park Inn) in Mason City, Iowa is an early example and contributed to the horizontality of 

his Prairie Style aesthetic.28 (Figure 21). 

 
Figure 21. National City Bank & Hotel (Park Inn), 1909. Source: Sharp, Dennis, Twentieth Century Architecture:  A Visual History. 
Facts on File, New York, NY, 1991, p. 35.  

 

A precedent for the narrow horizontal windows comes from European Modernism. Le 

Corbusier’s Les Terrasses (Villa Stein) building, built in 1928, places narrow windows divided 

by stark black mullions across the entire façade. (Figure 22).   

28 Sharp, Dennis, Twentieth Century Architecture:  A Visual History (New York: Facts on File, 1991), 35. 
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Figure 22. Les Terrasses (Villa Stein), Le Corbusier, 1928. Source: Australian National University 
http://rubens.anu.edu.au/htdocs/laserdisk/0233/23358.JPG. 

Edward Durell Stone’s and Philip Godwin’s Museum of Modern Art in New York City (Figure 

23) is another example of precedence for the horizontal windows of the Woolworth’s store. 

 
Figure 23. Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY, 1939. Source: National Academy of Design 
https://nationalacademy.emuseum.com/objects/10739. 
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CRITERION H 

H. Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an established 

and familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City. 

The visual impact of the Woolworth building at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is striking. The 

building’s minimalism, white color and long horizontal windows are a combination that are not 

found together in adjacent structures. Immediately to the east of the building is the castle-like 

Hale Building. Even the construction of a contemporary storefront does not diminish the stark 

difference between the flamboyant Victorian, Hale Building with its rough stone façade and 

unusual roofed balconies and the minimally designed Woolworth building. The simple geometry 

and smooth surfaces of the Woolworth building are also accentuated by the contrast with the 

Chicago-style 1338-48 Chestnut Street building’s corner bay windows, punched windows, and 

pier-and-spandrel system, located west of the Woolworth’s. (Figure 24). 

 
Figure 24. The Hale Building (left) and the 1338-48 Chestnut Street office building (far right) reinforces the visual features of the 
Woolworth building between them.  
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The Woolworth building’s singular appearance is also pronounced in contrast with the Widener 

Building across Chestnut Street (Figure 25). The Widener’s Beaux Arts inspired, columned lower 

stories are markedly different from the Woolworth’s International Style inspired aesthetic.   

 
Figure 25. Woolworth’s minimalism is apparent in contrast with the Widener Building’s traditional columned design across the 
street. Source: Google. 

 

Conclusion 

The property at 1330-36 Chestnut Street, constructed in 1948-49 as a purpose-built store for 

Woolworth’s, is historically significant and should be listed individually on the Philadelphia 

Register of Historic Places. The property satisfies Criteria for Designation A, C, D, and H as 

delineated in Section 14-1004(1) of the Philadelphia Code. The construction of the Woolworth 

store at 1330-36 Chestnut Street is significant as part of a comprehensive nation-wide 

construction effort to develop large flagship stores in downtowns across the United States and 

Canada, satisfying Criterion A. The building is significant as a design based in the Modernist, 

International Style, with some references to the Art Deco/Streamline Modern styles, at a time 

when the International Style of the Modern design movement was a major force in commercial 
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building, satisfying Criteria C and D. Finally, the building’s horizontality, minimal aesthetic and 

stark white color sets it apart from surrounding structures making at a distinctive feature in 

Center City generally and the 1300 block of Chestnut Street in particular, satisfying Criterion H.   
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