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Many of the commercial buildings in Independence were 
constructed as Two or One-Part Commercial Blocks, sub-
types of the commercial style seen concentrated within the 
downtown area.  These sub-types were the most common 
forms used for commercial buildings in small and developing 
communities, and range from one to four stories in height. In 
Independence, Two-Part Commercial Style buildings are two 

or more stories in height and have a distinct 
horizontal	separation	between	the	first	and	
second	 floors,	 with	 the	 first	 floor	 serving	
the	public	and	 the	second	floor	utilized	as	
private	 offices	or	 residential	 space.	 	One-
Part Commercial Style buildings are a single 
story in height and are often constructed in 
the Vernacular Commercial Style. Typically 
these buildings were constructed of masonry 
with a large framed storefront system set 
within masonry pilasters and had modest 
decorative treatment. This form was mostly 
used for retail stores and occasionally these 
single story buildings appear as stand-alone 
buildings.

Downtown Independence, Missouri, Image from Google Earth 2010

Downtown Independence, Missouri, ca. 1890
Photograph courtesy of Harry S. Truman Library and 
Museum

Downtown Independence, Missouri, ca. 1950
Photograph courtesy of Harry S. Truman Library and 
Museum
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Vernacular Commercial Style buildings were 
constructed to simply meet the needs of the user.  
They were often devoid of stylistic embellishments, 
although they incorporated pared-down stylistic 
details from the period in which they were constructed. 
They also incorporated simplified details from 
various architectural styles.  This is a very common 
style throughout the downtown area and is therefore, 
an important element in the context and history of 
Independence.	Defining	 characteristics	 typically	
include: a single story, one-part commercial block 
building	with	enframed	window	walls,	flat	roofs	with	
capped parapets (stone, terra-cotta or metal), and 
have recessed entry doors set within large storefront 
systems.

Example of a one-part commercial block building, 
typically 1 story in height

Vernacular Commercial (1900-ca. 1920) 

Commonly with signage on a horizontal band, 
projecting signage from brackets, or storefront windows

Glass transom windows above storefront and entry

Upper transom windows common

Simple brick detailing at parapets and cornices
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The Victorian Commercial Style is a popular 
commercial style within Independence, and throughout 
the midwest region for downtown commercial 
structures.  Commercial buildings constructed in 
this style exhibit applied decorative treatments 
of	 the	Victorian	 era.	 	Defining	 characteristics	 of	
this style include:  large or decorative cornices, 
brackets,  occasionally have pediments, tall narrow 
windows (typically double-hung windows) on the 
second	floor,	curved	stone	window	hoods	and	sills,	
decorative brick detailing, ornate mouldings, and 
storefront systems often with a recessed entry door.  
Typically these buildings are two-part commercial 
block buildings (with a distinct horizontal separation 
between	the	first	and	second	floor	uses).

Decorative brick detailing and cornices

Distinct	horizontal	separation	between	first	(public)	
and	upper	floors	(private)

Glass transom windows above storefront and entry

Typically	between	2	and	4	stories	in	height	with	a	flat	
roof and parapet walls
Tall narrow double-hung windows with stone sills
Projecting brick pilasters

Victorian Commercial  (1900-ca.1920) 

Commonly with signage on a horizontal band, 
projecting signage from brackets, or storefront windows
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Moderne  (ca.1920s-1940s) 

Typically 1 to 2 stories in height, sometimes multiple

Horizontal orientation with horizontal features

Typically seen with flat roofs with metal coping

Glass block, rounded edges, corner windows, 
rounded horizontal grooves on exterior wall surfaces, 
and horizontal projecting canopy at main entry

Commonly found with subdued exterior color 
schemes (light earth tones) with contrasting detail 
colors, chrome or silver hardware common

Moderne Style (also referred to as Streamline 
Moderne Style) evolved from the Art Deco movement 
of the 1920s and 1930s. The character-defining
features of this style are curved building forms, and 
emphasis on long horizontal lines.  Unlike the Art 
Deco style preceding it, Moderne emphasizes form 
and has simple ornamentation.  Materials common to 
the style are brick, cast concrete, glass block, glass, 
and stucco.  Large metal storefronts and windows, 
and projecting canopies are typical for this style.  
This style was very popular and was highlighted 
during the 1939 New York World’s Fair.   Moderne 
style embodied the optimism and prosperity of 
the American middle class.  Its popularity was so 
widespread that the style was applied to everything 
from buildings and automobiles, to toasters and 
radios.  
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Gothic Revival  (1905-1935) 

The Gothic Revival style can be applied for both 
residential and commercial architecture. This style 
was popularized in America by the first house 
plan book published in the country by Alexander 
Jackson Davis in 1832, and is based on the Gothic 
movement of the Medieval era.  In the 1870’s, the 
writings of John Ruskin popularized the use of 
the Gothic Revival Style for public and religious 
buildings.  There are a number of sub-movements 
and styles such as English Gothic, French Gothic,  
and vernacular adaptations such as Carpenter 
Gothic (the majority of which are small churches in 
North America with simple Gothic elements).  Typical 
Gothic elements include steep gables, arched (often 
pointed) windows and doors, large center (rouund or 
arched) window with decorative tracery, and towers 
with steeply pitched roofs or castellated parapet 
walls. 

Prominent Towers common with either a steeply 
pitched roof or castellated parapet

Typically with pointed arched windows and door 
openings

Steep gabled roof

Brick, stone and wood wall cladding common

Large round rose window with decorative tracery 
(common on churches)




