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TRADITIONAL OR MODERN CARPENTRY ON CULTURAL MONUMENTS 

 

Summary 

 

The author is presenting problems related to the usage of different types of window and 

door casings on the historical buildings in the western part of Croatian region of Slavonia. 

The Institute for Cultural Heritage Protection from the town of Poţega has recently been 

faced with the demands for the replacement of traditional wooden carpentry on cultural 

monuments with the modern carpentry. Those demands have most often been motivated by 

practical reasons such as simpler maintenance or for improved thermal and sound insulation. 

There is a wide scale of demands for the application of modern carpentry: form classical 

wooden windows to modern plastic and wooden-aluminum windows and doors with one of 

two insulation chambers. The article presents recent examples form the conservation practice 

of this region which are attempting to explain the guidelines which are used as the starting 

point in the search for solutions.       

 

Architectural heritage has traditionally been the main area of interest of conservation 

institutes in Croatia and throughout Europe. In the attempts at their preservation, special 

attention is dedicated to the outer appearance of historical buildings, mainly to the structure of 

roofs and building fronts as well as door and window casings. Since historical door and 

window casings were mostly made out of wood, especially soft wood, which had to be of 

good quality design and required regular maintenance which was not always performed, 

conservation departments are now continually faced with the demands for replacing the worn-

out wooden windows with the new ones. Such demands have been especially common in the 

last decade, since the building owners prefer replacing more damaged windows and doors, 

rather than repairing them. Thus they display the needs of any investor: to simplify the work 

and improve the functionality. Aesthetic values of commonplace solutions usually come 

second to the investors. Formed as concrete demands, those needs of the investors are most 

commonly reduced to the demand for using modern materials for door and window casings 

(plastic, aluminum, combination of aluminum and wood) or for using different window types. 

Instead of traditional double windows with internal and external wings, the owners are now 

asking for single windows which are much simpler and, therefore, cheaper, both in production 

and maintenance. In doing that, they pay more attention to functionality of the windows, 

primarily to their thermo insulational aspects, with the clear goal of achieving higher 

standards in energy saving for heating and cooling of houses and offices. This is usually done 

by using thermal insulation glass in both windows and doors. Concrete examples encountered 

in the field are various. Some owners decide to built in modern windows with thermal 

insulation glass, less frequently on the buildings that are protected cultural monuments and 

more frequently in the areas which are protected urban zones, and, hence, break the law. 

Others seek advice from the regional conservation departments with the definite proposition 

on the kind of carpentry they want, while the rest of them arrive with the clearly defined 

demand for a new carpentry of simpler make and improved functionality and expect from the 

conservation department to determine the type and define the outer appearance of the type of 

carpentry which would achieve just that.  



In the following paragraphs I will present a few characteristic examples of solving the 

problem of replacing carpentry on the cultural monuments which are under the jurisdiction of 

the Conservation Department in Poţega, in the towns of Poţega and Lipik in Poţeško-

Slavonska County. The main problem present in those regions is that the original carpentry 

has been preserved on more recent cultural monuments, those form the end of the 19the and 

the beginning of the 20
th

 century, while the carpentry on the older buildings has been already 

replaced, sometimes more than once during their lifespan. Another important characteristic 

the conservationists have to take into account is the fact that outer appearance and 

architectural forms of historical monuments survive for longer periods, while building 

materials are more easily abandoned and replaced by new ones.  

What seems to be the most acceptable solution for the conservationists – to preserve the 

original elements or, if that is not possible, to replace them by the new ones of the same type -  

when it comes to the carpentry, to the investors, that is the least acceptable solution. They are 

seeking to replace double two-winged windows with regular 3 to 4 millimeter glass with one 

glass windows made of thermal insulation glass. In order to arrive to the solution which 

would satisfy the conservationists, the owners were trying to imitate historical forms and were 

using one-wing or two-wing windows with several window frames in one wing. During the 

1990s, when the thermal insulation glass was first used in those regions, this attempt resulted 

in several very unsatisfactory solutions. Wooden casings were significantly larger than the 

original ones, since they had to accommodate the glass with insulation chambers of much 

greater width (mostly 20 millimeters). Moreover, the window panes were now of simple form, 

square or rectangular, without any decorative profiling which were common in historical 

carpentry, which also added to the awkward appearance of the newly installed windows 

(Photo 1). Conservation Department in Poţega has made significant efforts in order to 

improve those initial solutions and has developed a few criteria which could be used as 

guidelines in satisfying the clients’ demands for replacing carpentry:  

- single thermal glass windows instead of historical double windows with common 

glass are acceptable only on the buildings which are not listed as protected cultural 

heritage, but are part of protected architectural areas, or on the historical buildings on 

which the original casings has not been preserved. The accepted material is wood, 

plastic materials are completely unacceptable. 

- every attempt should be made at preserving the original type of the windows: two-

wing windows with each wing divided into several frames or two-wing windows with 

overlight window frame above. One-wing windows divided into several window 

frames so that they create an illusion of two-wing windows are not acceptable.     

- window panes should be as thin as possible and decoratively profiled, so they would 

bear a more elegant outlook. With the same purpose, the insulation glass should also 

be of smaller width, with the desirable ratio between glass – insulation chamber  – 

glass, amounting to 3 – 6 – 3 mm, rather than to 4 – 12 – 4 mm.   

- when windows with metal segments in isolation chambers became available on the 

market in various colors, instead in the color of stainless steel which was prevalent 

before, the recommendation was to use the metal segments in the color of the 

carpentry (preferably white or brown).   

- additional protection from the sun which would be insured by using window shutters, 

jalousies, brise soleil or similar elements which are installed in front of the window on 

the external side of the house, is not acceptable. For additional sun protection, fabric 

curtains or soft material roller blinds installed inside of the house are recommended.  

 

The implementation of these criteria, which were more in the form of guidelines developed 

through conservation practice, than a set of prescribed rules, resulted in various real-life 



solutions. We have confirmed our prior experience that for the successful implementation of 

any renovation, we have to convince the investors and assure their cooperation, while the 

strict imposition of solutions which satisfy the conservationists’ criteria but neglect the 

owners’ demands, brings poor results in renovation of historical buildings in every segment, 

including this one. 

Wherever possible, we have insisted on preserving the original carpentry or at least the 

original type, and insulation capacities of windows were improved by installing glass with 

insulation chambers on inner or outer window wings. When the windows are of good quality 

design, the aberrations from the original ones are minimal (Photo 2 and 3).  

Even though the owners of historical buildings usually avoid double windows and insist on 

single ones, they show increased readiness to preserve the original outlook and proportions of 

carpentry and increasingly abide with the demands of the Institute for cultural heritage 

protection to use thin window panes with faithful imitations of decorative profiling and 

window ornamentations (Photo 4-6). In spite of the visible progress in production of the new 

carpentry and minimalized effect of insulation chamber glass on the general appearance of the 

windows, the thickness of wooden profiles and the size of the windows still present a problem 

which demands conservationists’ attention and increased effort of the builders in order for the 

new carpentry to appear more similar to the historical one it replaces.  

With one of the greatest dilemmas regarding the replacement of historical carpentry with 

modern, the Conservation Department in Poţega was faced in 2010 when it was handed over 

the proposition done by the Architectural bureau Urbos from Osijek, to replace the existing 

windows on Building II of the Specialized Hospital for Medical Rehabilitation in the town of 

Lipik. A complex of several buildings belonging to this hospital is a section of a spa and 

rehabilitation complex built in the town of Lipik in the second half of the 19
th

 century which 

made this small Slavonian town famous as one of the most prestigious spa destinations in 

Austro-Hungarian Empire in the period of the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century. Due to the 

function of the Building II, which was once Kurhotel, and the need to insure patients specific 

microclimatic conditions in hospital wards, as well as due to the need for energy preservation, 

the investor and project designers have considered the possibility of replacing the existing 

wooden carpentry with wood-aluminum windows. Since Specialized Hospital for Medical 

Rehabilitation is a protected cultural heritage, the Conservation Department in Poţega was 

asked to give an expert opinion. 

In solving the problem, we have started with the two initial premises: that the front of the 

Building II, including carpentry, was damaged during the Homeland War 1991-1995 (Photo 

7), and that the existing carpentry was not original. The building was already equipped with 

single wooden windows without decorations with two layers of glass, which were inserted 

during the 1970s (Photo 8). After analysis of the problem and the discussion which involved 

the potential window manufacturer, the proposition to insert the wood-aluminum carpentry 

with triple glass and two isolation chambers, has been accepted. The project designer and 

manufacturer were asked to use the aluminum profiles of the smallest cross-section, not to 

disrupt the original window size. The white color was chosen for the outer surface of 

aluminum profiles, while the inner side was of bleached ash wood. The form was to follow 

the typical window form found in Historicist architecture – two-wing rectangular windows 

with overlight window above. The manufacturer and head engineer were asked to present the 

window specimen for inspection and approval. The rest of the windows were supposed to be 

delivered and installed only after the specimen was approved and after all the potential 

corrections were made. During the renovation of the Building II this did not occur, since the 

first delivery included around twenty windows which were promptly installed. The 

subsequent conservation inspection determined that the general outlook and the quality of the 

product and installment were satisfactory, but that the aluminum profiles were too large and 



hence disrupt the original window size (Photo 9). According to the manufacturer’s 

explanation, smaller aluminum profiles could not be used due to technical reasons. The only 

possibility of correction could be the modification on the overlight windows – a horizontal 

window frame set above the two vertical ones. If the overlight windows were to be fixed, the 

glass segment of that part of the window could be wider for the width of the overlight window 

frame. However, the medical staff has strongly rejected such possibility, insisting on the 

moveable upper window frame for better ventilation, even though both bottom wings could be 

opened in vertical and horizontal line. 

In conclusion, the final result is acceptable from the conservationist point of view (Photo 10), 

while the investor is extremely satisfied with the quality and functionality of the new casings. 

Further work needs to be done on the bearing capacity of aluminum profiles, so that the 

elements of aluminum and wooden-aluminum windows alike could have smaller dimensions 

and hence add to the elegant outlook of the windows. That would affect the possibility of 

usage of modern window casings especially in situations where the original carpentry has not 

been preserved. However, we should not neglect a certain controversy which follows such 

solutions. The dubiousness of the presented approach is based not only on the fact that we are 

applying modern technological achievements on historical buildings, but also on the reality of 

the situation that in solving the questions and problems in cultural heritage protection, there 

are no pre-set conceptions for their solution. Every renovation of a cultural monument is a 

case in itself. Therefore, some experts will probably consider such solutions unacceptable. 

This is one of the main reasons why they should be publicly presented and discussed.  

 

Translated by: Ph.D. Tanja Bukovčan 
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Photo 1: Poţega, Babukićeva 19. One-wing windows with thermal insulation glass which 

were trying to imitate the original two-wing windows on the house which preserved its 

historical character only sporadically: ground plan, roof slant and roof tiling, and original 

basement windows with iron shutters. 

 

 
 

Photo 2: Poţega, Istarska 6. House from the end of the 19
th

 century. House front and windows 

renovated in 2008. 

 



 
 

Photo 3: Poţega, Istarska 6. Window from 2008 made to the original window. Insulation glass 

only in the inner wings. 

 

 
 

Photo 4: Poţega. Cehovska 9. Detail of the house front with double windows before 

renovation in 2010. 

 



 
 

Photo 5: Poţega. Restored carpentry for the house in Cehovska 9, detail of decorative plastic. 

 

 
 

Photo 6: Cehovska 9. Detail of the renovated house front with new single windows and 

insulation glass. 

 



 
 

Photo 7: Lipik, Building II. February 2010, before renovation of the building front.  

 

 
 

Photo 8: Lipik, Building II. The existing wooden window. 

 



 
 

Photo 9: Lipik, Building II. Old wooden and new wooden-aluminum windows. 

 

 
 

Photo 10: Lipik, Building II. December 2010, after renovation of the building front.                                                               

 


