
DAVID WHITNEY BUILDING – INTERIOR – ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
The interior designation of the David Whitney Building was put in place while the building was still 
occupied with the primary intent to preserve the open atrium and upper floor balconies, the interior 
terra cotta materials, the decorative elevator doors on the first floor, and the skylight.  This is 
highlighted in the designation report: 
 

 
 

 



 
 
Note the last sentence of the second paragraph where it notes that there have been alterations to 
individual storefronts.  These alterations occurred over the history of the building as tenants moved in 
and out of the building.  For example in 1951 Traub Bros. & Co. jewelers moved into a three story 
space in the building and the planned to remodel and redecorate the first floor and the basement of 
the new quarters. 
 

 
Detroit Free Press, April 22, 1951 
 
 
 
 
 
 



When the Detroit Bank opened in the building in 1953 they created a 4,200 square foot space on the 
ground floor which likely included alterations to the ground floor interior storefronts.

 
Detroit Free Press, May 28, 1952 
 
 



 
Detroit Free Press, May 3, 1953 
 
All of the storefronts in the first floor were reconstructed during the 2012-13 restoration of the building.  
The photos below show that the west storefronts had panels that appear to be from the 1950s and a 
much larger mullion between the display windows and transom, this was to accommodate a 
mezzanine level that was added in the space during a later renovation. 
 
Because the storefronts were in a variety of configurations and conditions a rule for the pattern of the 
storefronts was created and followed.  The rule was based on what was thought to be the historic 
pattern of the storefronts.  
 
The wood frames at the storefronts were deteriorated and missing and for the most part were re-
created in the 2012-13 restoration of the building, including the two storefronts on the west side that 
are being proposed for alternations in the 2023 renovation. The wood as noted above and shown 
below was recreated in the pattern shown but proportions changed due to removal of an added 
mezzanine which resulted in new framing to be constructed. The center storefront on the west side 
did not feature an existing grille and it was recreated during the 2012- 13 work. The left most 
storefront grille that appears in the photo below will be salvaged and reinstalled at the east side 
storefront to finish the pattern at the door infill. The storefront on the east side where the door is 
proposed for removal was also reconstructed during the 2012-13 work. 
 



 
 

 

 
PHOTOS FROM BEFORE THE 2012-13 WORK 



As noted above the importance of the atrium is the openness of the space, including the open 
balconies on the upper floors, the terra cotta materials, the elevator doors, the skylight, and the 
general placement of storefronts as a whole around the atrium.  The retention of the exact 
configuration of each storefront which was modified over the history of the building is not as important 
to the overall character of the atrium and building as the existence of storefronts that generally follow 
the pattern. 
 
Furthermore the Elements of Design (see below) allow for the new use to play into the Commission’s 
decisions when considering alterations to the atrium.  The modifications proposed to the four interior 
storefronts are crucial to the operations of the hotel and restaurant.  Therefore, we are requesting 
these slight variations to three existing storefronts that were reconstructed in 2013. 
 
(e) In accordance with Sections 21-2-76 of this Code, the Historic District Commission is hereby authorized 
to consider interior features in certain portions of the David Whitney Building Historic District. A permit shall 
be required for such interior work in those portions of the David Whitney Building, as required in Section 21-2-

71 of this Code, as if such work were exterior work. The Historic District Commission's consideration of the 
interior features of the David Whitney Building, as provided for in Section 21-2-76 of this Code, shall be as 
follows: 
 

(1) The interior spaces of the David Whitney Building which are hereby made subject to the Historic 
District Commission's consideration are those spaces normally accessible to the public from the 
main entrance doors on Washington Boulevard, Woodward Avenue, and Park Avenue, including the 
four-story high lobby, sometimes called an atrium and referred to at the time of construction as a 
"central light court," and its adjoining spaces including the one-story-high entrance areas or 
hallways which lead from the lobby to the main entrance doors and the balcony areas of the upper 
three floors of the lobby. Features within these areas subject to the Historic District Commission's 
consideration include, but are not limited to, wall surfaces, including the store fronts facing the 
lobby on all four floors, ceilings, including the glazed skylight covering the lobby, floor surfaces, and 
permanent fixtures including light fixtures. Areas which are not made subject to the Historic District 
Commission's consideration include the interior of stores and offices adjoining the lobby and all 
other areas within the David Whitney Building, including basements, the upper floors from the fifth 
floor to the roof, attic areas, and the interiors of closets and service areas. 

(2) When considering proposals for the alteration, demolition, partial demolition, removal, or addition 
to any or all of the architectural features and permanent furnishings within the designated areas of 
the interior of the David Whitney Building, the Historic District Commission shall use the following 
criteria: 

a. Subsections (d)(1) through (22) of this section, as applicable; 
b. The architectural or historic significance of the existing or proposed structure, feature, or 

permanent fixture, and its relationship to the architectural and historical value of the David 
Whitney Building Historic District; 

c. The purpose of the designated spaces within the David Whitney Building Historic District 
and the needs of its owners, provided, that such considerations shall not bind the Historic 
District Commission to permit any work solely on the basis of such considerations; 

d. The provisions of Section 21-2-75 of this Code; and 
e. Any other factor, including aesthetics, which the Historic District Commission finds relevant. 

 
(3) As a guide in considering proposals affecting the designated interior spaces of the David Whitney 

Building Historic District, the Historic District Commission shall make use of a set of slides, taken by 
the staff of the Historic Designation Advisory Board at or near the effective date of this section 
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which was June 7, 2000, and represent the state of those interior spaces as of the date of 
designation. A copy of this set of slides, together with a list describing each slide and a diagram 
showing the relationship of the slides to the designated interior spaces, shall be placed on file in the 
Offices of the City Clerk, the Historic Designation Advisory Board, the Historic District Commission, 
and the Burton Historical Collection of the Detroit Public Library. 

(Code 1984, § 25-2-133; Ord. No. 08-00, § 1(25-2-133), eff. 6-7-2000) 
 
 


