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The R.H. Stearns building is located in Boston's mercantile district at the inter­
section of Tremont Street and Temple Place. The building is adjacent to historic Boston 
Common (NR) and is in proximity to the Washington Street retail district, the Beacon Hill 
(NR) residential district and Boston's theatre district. 

The R.H. Stearns Department Store, an example of restrained Beaux Arts classical 
style, was erected in 1909 as a ten story building with a high ornamental parapet. In 
late twenties, an additional floor was added behind the parapet walls. This three bay 
twelve bay, free standing, flat roofed, steel frame structure is faced in limestone, 
granite and brick. The two dressed facades facing Tremont Street and Temple Place are 
primarily limestone. The major entrance to the store faces the Boston Common with 
additional entrance at the center of the building along Temple Place. The facades 
divided into three sections consisting of a two story base, a central and an upper 

The Tremont Street facade (northwest) is three bays wide stressing a vertical 
zation of fenestration beginning with the elaborate storefront and culiminating in 
arched windows visually connecting the ninth and tenth floors. At base section, in 
street level two full height display windows flank each side of the main entrance, 
iron marquee detailed in Beaux Arts tradition overhangs the main entrance 
affixed to the marquee, identify R.H. Stearns and Company. A handsomely 
ing balcony, supported on decorative brackets, covers the entrance at 
second story windows. The windows, both double bay, double hung, and 
iron, are accented with carved stone work on either side, and 

the 
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Bronze letters, 
detailed project-

the level of the 
encased in cast 

balustrades below. 
A projecting cornice, beneath which the R.H. Stearns logo is affixed, separates the 

base from the sixth story central section. In this central section, a three-double bay 
window pattern Is regularly maintained. A similar, though more elaborate cornice sets off 
the top portion of the building. At the top level windows are full height and arched with 
carved keystones to provide a magnificent view of the Common, Beacon Hill, and Back Bay. 
A decorative balcony adorns the middle bay. Above the arched ninth floor windows a 
projecting and handsomely detailed cornice supports a balustraded parapet. 

The Temple Place facade (southwest) is twelve bays wide with the five westernmost 
bays projecting slightly and detailed like the Tremont Street facade. A similarly articu­
lated marquee identifies the pedestrian entrance in the sixth bay. A service entrance is 
located at the rear of the facade. 

do not have street exposure and are treated simply. The 
building for five stories; the upper five stories are 
regularly spaced rectangular window openings. The 
with buff brick with the exception of its northernmost 

It continues the vertical fenestration pattern cul-
in a round arch of the facade but lacks the detail. 
exterior of the Stearns Building remains unaltered with three minor exceptions: 
of the bronze spread eagle flagpole finial which was donated by R.H. Stearns to 
Navy for the original masthead of the USS Massachusetts, the 
which originally adorned the Tremont Street entrance marquee 

1/1 sash with 2/2 
The building interior 

The remaining two elevations 
southeast elevation abuts another 
faced with buff brick and contain 
northeast elevation is also faced 
bay which is faced with limestone, 
minating 

The 
the loss 
the U.S. 
canopies 

removal of the glass 
and the replacement 

sales areas. The 
of . 

__. _ was designed for retail use with wide open 
ground floor sales area was originally most refined in its ornamentation and furnishing 
with detailed plasterwork and cabinetry. The interior has been constantly changed during 
the building's use as a department store, as sales departments and tastes changed. The 
original interior detailing has been removed except for the ground floor display windows 
and some areas of ornamental ceiling work. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 
The R.H. Stearns Building, which retains integrity of location, design, setting, 

materials and workmanship, is significant for its role in the social and cultural history 
of Boston, as a significant example of the work of Parker, Thomas and Rice, and as an 
important example of turn of the century restrained Beaux Arts classical commercial 
buildings. 

The R.H. Stearns Building was designed in 1908-1909. Its architects, Parker, Thomas 
and Rice, were recognized by contemporary critics as being among Boston's most skillful 
designers of the early 1900's. 

J. Harleston Parker (1873-1930) F.A.I.A., a graduate of Harvard College, studied 
architecture at M.I.T. and the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris. On his return to Boston in 
1900 he began architectural practice in partnership with Douglas H. Thomas (1872-1915), 
F.A.I.A., a Johns Hopkins graduate who also trained at M.I.T. and at the Ecole des Beaux 
Arts in Paris. In 1907 (after the design of the Fenway Studios), Arthur Wallace Rice 
(1869-1938), F.A.I.A., joined the firm, and i t was under the name of Parker, Thomas and 
Rice that most of their well known commissions were executed, chiefly in Boston and in 
Baltimore. 

The firm's major Boston works include the R.H. Stearns Department Store, the 1921 
John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Building, the Harvard Club, the Tennis and Racquet 
Club, and a number of downtown elevator office buildings. Although their work demon­
strates an ability to work comfortably in a variety of styles, a marked preference for 
Neo-classical and Renaissance Revival styles is evident.1 

As noted in the Architectural Record of August 19137'the store for the R.H. Stearns & 
Co., is scrupulously simple in its general appearance, and both economical in the amount 
of ornamentation, and reticent in its effect one detects the possible influence of a 
desire on the part of the store owner to be solid and unpretentious but none the less 
smart-like a good old Boston family'.'2̂  

The building is an excellent example of restrained Beaux Arts classicism, popular in 
commercial buildings at the turn of the century. The structural framework and the in­
terior purpose of the R.H. Stearns Building reveals a similar quality in the choice of 
materials and design. Built with reinforced concrete and structural steel, the building 
was exemplary of the most current technology. The ceiling detailed in rosettes of terra 
cotta and plaster, was equipped with one of the first sprinkler systems utilized in the 
City of Boston. 

The R.H. Stearns Store was a special refinement in retailing in American history, and 
as such has played an important role in the cultural history of Boston. The American 
department store is largely a product of the years from 1860 to 1910, with several factors 
besides the example of Bon Marche particularly important in its development. Increased 
urban population meant that large numbers of people lived within comparatively small areas 
and were easily able to reach almost any place in town via improved mass transportation 
systems. Horse-drawn trolleys, charging a reasonable fare, carried many potential cus­
tomers from every section of town to the point of sale. Also, the lowering of the price 
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of paper beginning about 1830 afforded merchants economical and widely circulated advertising 
More available capital during the Industrial Revolution, low taxes, and cheap labor to 
build and staff stores also contributed to the rise of the department store in America. 
These factors, together with an improved standard of living and a demand for more and 
better goods, encouraged many small merchants to create more efficient distribution 
systems by expanding their operations. When all of these factors came into focus in the 
late 1860's and early 1870's, the department store had a firm foot hold in America. 
Although the term "department store " isn't recorded in the language until 1887, when a 
New York establishment advertised itself as H.H. Heyn's Department Store, the idea of 
separate departments in stores can be found in print at least 40 years earlier.3^ 

Jordan Marsh, just a block from R.H. Stearns, was the first to develop the department 
store concept totally. Eban Jordan, in partnership with Benjamin Marsh, opened a whole­
sale jobbing business at 129 Milk Street in 1851. This was the origin of the present 
retail business, one which is known for having introduced numerous innovations in the 
field. 

William Filene opened his first retail store in 1851, and subsequently he operated a 
number of small dry goods stores in and around Boston. In 1890, Filene leased 445-447 
Washington Street (Boston, MA) creating a space believed to be the largest of the time 
devoted exclusively to women's ready-to-wear and accessories. 

Founded in 1847 and known from the onset as a prestigous and exclusive store, R.H. 
Stearns and Co. established traditions of etiquette, style, and selective merchandising 
throughout the Boston community. While similar to Jordan Marsh in origins and concept, 
R.H. Stearns carved out a market niche by catering to the carriage trade. Boston, at the 
turn of the century, was a bustling commercial center where those who attained wealth 
were not always sure about the "correct" way to spend their money. R.H. Stearns was 
successful in part because the market had confidence that items for sale in the store had 
been preselected for their "correctness". The 1909 building was perfectly matched to 
this concept; advertising the store's understated elegance across the Common to Boston's 
influential citizens living in Back Bay and on Beacon Hill. 

Richard H. Stearns was born in Ashburnham, MA in 1824. He was educated in district 
schools and at Phillips Academy, Andover, after which he taught school. In 1846, Stearns 
moved to Boston and worked in the store of CC. Burr. A l i t t l e more than a year later he 
began business for himself, opening a small store under the old Adams House on Washington 
Street. This was the beginning of the business in which the founder took a vital in­
terest until his death in his 85th year. 

In 1977, R.H. Stearns Company closed its Boston store. The building has been 
purchased and is being rehabilitated for use as housing for the elderly. 

1. Whithey, Henry F. and Elise Kathburn, Biographical Dictionary of 
American Architects (Deceased), Los Angeles: New Age, 1956. 

2. "Notes on the Works of Parker, Thomas and Rice of Boston and Baltimore" Architectural 
Record. Volume XXXIV, Number I I , August, 1913. 

3. Hendrlckson, Robert. The Grand Emporium, Stein and Day, New York, 1979, pp. 30-33. 





JUN I 6 !980 



Property ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ A ^ > ^ ^ ^ 

State ^ , Working Nurfiber 

T E C H N I C A l f ^ CONTROL 
Photos ^ . 
^aps ^ ^̂ .fe^ ^ ^ 
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