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Congress Street was once “The Great White Way,” 
full of pizazz, glitz, glamour, and hoards of the-
atergoers. Video footage from 1941 shows bright 

red electric signs spread across the urban landscape at 
mid-day. Former State Representative Herb Adams re-
calls “a large swirling soda-pop billboard looming over 
Congress Square.” Sears Roebuck, du Barry Beauty Sa-
lon, Benoit’s clothing store, and Owen Moore’s all had 
giant illuminated signs at all times of the day. ‘It’s Cott 
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once upon a time, downtown portland shimmered under the glow 
of graphic art. then a decree was declared across the land, and we 
took our billboards down. some say it’s time to revisit the idea of 

commercial signage in an urban space. others emphatically disagree.

once upon a time, downtown portland shimmered under the glow 
of graphic art. then a decree was declared across the land, and we 
took our billboards down. some say it’s time to revisit the idea of 

commercial signage in an urban space. others emphatically disagree.



A new discovery and a new color called
SparHawk Mint Green Teal

This new color of Maine tourmaline is beautiful; it sweeps, darts, and
soars. More lively than any tourmaline we have ever offered. On display
this summer and fall at Cross Jewelers.

It’s gorgeous. You’ll really have to come see it.
Open Monday - Friday 9:30am to 5:00pm
and now the first Saturday of each month.

www.CrossJewelers.com/tour

Cross Jewelers
In the Heart of the Arts District

570 Congress St., Portland, Maine  1-800-433-2988

SparHawk
Mint Green Teal

New Gem Discovery
in Northern New England
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to be good!’ There were unlit billboards, too, 
like Elgin Watches above Springer’s Jewel-
ers in the building which today houses Ot-
to’s Pizza.

“Congress Street was a Miracle Mile,” 
says local urban historian Jim Iovine: “The 
street for all of Northern New England.”

Enter President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
Highway Beautification Act, a national 
policy designed to stem excessive ad-
vertising to motorists. In 1977, Maine 
acted in line with this general policy di-
rection and became one of only four 
states (with Alaska, Hawaii, and Ver-
mont) to completely ban billboards 
when it enacted the Maine Traveler In-
formation Services Act–the express pur-
pose of which was to protect scenic 
beauty of our natur al areas from strictly 
indiscriminate outdoor advertising. In 
other words, it was to eliminate blight 
along our otherwise scenic highways. 

in Portland’s downtown, is it possible our 
sign restrictions have taken this state-lev-
el rationale too far? Did we have an alto-

gether different, and more specifically 
urban, situation to take into account?

While we may have neon lights on the 
recently renovated Public Library; strobe 
lights on Monument Square; the Marquee 
at Port City Music Hall; and the lit dome 
of City Hall, can we really tell which 

Law Up 
in lights
Law Up 

in Lights
“…To protect the public 
investment in the Interstate 
System by controlling the 
erection and maintenance 
of outdoor advertising signs, 
displays, and devices within 
660 feet of the edge of the 
right-of-way.”

“…This …does not prohibit 
a State from establishing 
and maintaining standards 
which are more restrictive…”
–Highway Beautification Act, 
1965, a driving force  
behind urban interpretations



The AssociATed Press, June 6, 2011 
YORK–A former state lawmaker who spear-
headed a legislative effort that removed bill-
boards from Maine roadways more than three 
decades ago has died at 94.

Marion Fuller Brown was surrounded by fam-
ily when she died Friday night at her home in York, 
according to her daughter, Martha Fuller Clark.

Brown’s daughters attended a legislative 
hearing in late April to thwart a pair of bills that 
would roll back the state’s billboard ban. Both 
bills are still pending.

After leaving the Legislature, Fuller Brown 
went on to found Scenic America, an organi-
zation that’s dedicated to preserving and 
enhancing the visual character of America’s 
communities and countryside.

Sen. Susan Collins says people who enjoy 
Maine’s natural beauty “owe a debt of gratitude to 
Marion Fuller Brown.”

Mainer Who Spear headed 
Billboard Ban Dies at 94

Fine Art?
“‘Given outdoor advertising’s strong presence in 

public space, it seems reasonable and exciting to set 
up the possibility for art to be present in this field. The 
sudden existence of artistic speech mixed in with com-
mercial speech provides a refreshing change of pace.’

“Kenneth Anger’s Astonish can function as recogni-
tion of the media’s ability to astonish, as a critique of 
its power over the public, or perhaps, as a call for the 
media to step up its game and actually create some-
thing that can truly astonish.

‘Commercial messaging tells you to buy; artistic 
messaging encourages you to look and to think.’”

–arkinetblog, quoting from MAK Center director 
Kimberli Meyer, Los Angeles

Using the 1924 assessment photos as a point of departure for the Congress Street Historic District, should signs be restored above Oak 
Street Studios on the corner of Congress and Park Streets?

OBITUARY
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came first: the bright lights of signage 
which created the big city, or the big city 
that created the bright lights? Did their 
disappearance somehow unplug us? 
“The Civic, Elm, Strand, Empire, Capitol 
and, of course, the State–all had beautiful 
signs,” Iovine notes. 

Was such commercial advertising a collec-
tive detriment to the city or part of its identity 
as a great urban center? The ban on billboards 
generated a heated legal debate centered 

the sudden existence of 
artistic speech mixed in with 
commercial speech provides 
a refreshing change of pace.

THe Way We Were: 
a brilliant Coke sign 
at the top of Congress 
Square beckoned to 
thirsty crowds.



Maria’s Ristorante
Open Tuesday- Saturday

www.mariasrestaurant.com
337 Cumberland Avenue • Portland, Maine • 772.9232 • 233.9232

Portland’s Traditional Italian Restaurant
Offering Neapolitan cuisine since 1960.

Anthony and Madeline Napolitano welcome you.

Private event space and catering also available.

Classic italian, classic Maine.

WE’VE MOVED

207.781.3555
www.galeyrie.com
Open Tues - Fri 10 a.m. - 6 p.m.

 Sat - 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

1 9 0  U S  ROU T E  1   FA L MOU T H ,  M E  0 4 1 0 5

Historic Maine Maps, Rangely and Moosehead Lakes, Vintage Coastal Surveys, 
The Hader Map & Antiquarian Maps from the Osher Map Collection

SENSE OF PLACE
SENSE OF PLACE…

207.781.3555
Open Tues - Fri 10 a.m. - 6 p.m.

 Sat - 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

1 9 0  U S  ROU T E  1   FA L MOU T H ,  M E  0 4 1 0 5

Historic Maine maps, Rangely and Moosehead Lakes, Vintage Coastal Surveys, 
Antiquarian Maps from the Osher Map Collection & Falmouth Historical Society

 Portland City Directory Map of 1856, S.W. Colesworthy
Portland City Directory Map of 1856, S.W. Colesworthy
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around free speech that ultimately resulted in 
a national reputation for a progressive atti-
tude toward visual cleanliness. 

Given Maine’s economic dependence in 
many respects upon a tourist population 
which hails from billboard meccas to our 
south, it’s understandable, therefore, why 
GrowSmart Maine and others opposed two 
recent attempts to loosen restrictions on 
roadway advertising. But in protecting our 
scenic resources in undeveloped areas, have 
we sacrificed some of the same in our urban 
ones? Is ‘scenic beauty,’ in other words, de-
pendent on context?

Joe Lewis, a Portland land use attorney with 
an office in the Time & Temperature building–
named for its famous flashing billboard–thinks 
so. He notes the irony that the “obviously icon-
ic” digital sign atop his roof, which was exempt-
ed from the State’s billboard law in 1992 because 

“Last Saturday, ads-in-public-spaces 
activist Jordan Seiler spearheaded 
NYSAT, or New York Street Adver-
tising Takeover, where teams of art-
ists, videographers and activists 
replaced 120 unregistered billboard 
advertisements throughout the city 
with original art installations.”–Chris 
Walters, consumerist.com



207-879-9500
Double-A Affiliate of the Boston Red Sox

Your Nine Inning
Vacation!

[Consider this exchange in the Maine State Legis-
lature’s Transportation Committee last spring on 
MPBN, beginning with a quote from Sen. Doug 
Thomas, Ripley] “‘...I think there are some oppor-
tunities where a few billboards wouldn’t hurt a 
thing–they would help businesses, they would 
help direct traffic to those businesses…How 
many jobs do we lose, and how do we affect our 
business climate…I don’t have in mind a bill-
board on every stretch of road in Maine, but I think 
that we could find 25 or 50 to start and let’s see 
how it works.’”

[State Sen. Bill Diamond of Windham replies:] 
“‘The potential, though, under what you just de-
scribed, could be hundreds and hundreds of more 
billboards–maybe thousands.’”
–Reported by A. J. Higgins

a p r i l   2 0 1 2  4 7 

c
lo

c
k

W
is

e 
Fr

o
m

 t
o

p
 l

eF
t:

 1
0

st
ep

s.
sg

/r
a

n
k

in
g

.c
o

m
; 1

0
st

ep
s.

sg
/p

a
y

p
er

te
x

t.
c

o
m

; c
o

n
su

m
er

is
t/

b
il

lb
o

a
r

d
 b

y
 j

i 
le

e;
 F

il
e 

p
h

o
to

; 1
0

st
ep

s.
sg

“50 exTraOrDinary anD 
aTTraCTive BillBOarDS”

 I always like the creativity… Check out the large 
billboards this round. Most of them will capture 
your attention… Some will even change them-

selves according to weather and time!”
–http://10steps.sg/inspirationsartworks/50-extraordinary-and-

     attractive-billboards/



Contemporary Fine Art
Presented in a Classic Setting

594 Congress St. Portland, ME 04101
(207) 838-7591 • flatirongallerymaine.com

JUST A MILE FROM HOME

WHEN YOUʼD SWEAR YOUʼRE 
IN ROME BUT YOUʼRE

THATʼS A ROMA
769 CONGRESS STREET

AUGUSTA, Maine–Rep. Dennis 
Keschl of Belgrade wants to 
amend Maine’s more than 
30-year-old ban on billboards and 
outdoor advertising.

Keschl is the sponsor of LD1405, 
which would allow signs to be 
larger and more visible from 
interstate highways. It would not 
allow signs off business proper-
ties… [LD1405 died in commit-
tee and was never voted upon]  
–WMTW-TV, April 26, 2011

Below: Back when there was a Roma Café, there 
were Roma Café billboards like this one in South 
Portland, not far from the former Donnelly 
Advertising headquarters for the largest family-
owned outdoor billboard company in the U.S. 
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of its landmark status, is “protected by our his-
toric preservation code” but would probably 
not be approved today. 

“This desire to control urban form acts both 
to retard [present] organic development and 
freeze in place organic development that took 
place in the past,” Lewis says. “There’s a lot 
more future to Portland than there is past.”

For example, if Boston’s evolved inter-
pretation of the Highway Beautification act 
had followed Portland’s, for better or worse, 
it’s unlikely there’d be a defining Citgo sign 
above Kenmore Square.

Did overly strict interpretations of the 
Highway Beautification Act result in state 

and local regulations that altered the ur-
ban charm of our city for the worse, or are 
they appropriate? 

Both sides of this intriguing question 
might thoughtfully be revisited and refined 
as we look to the future. 

So often in recent years, proposed modifi-
cations to individual buildings in the Arts Dis-
trict along the historic Congress Street corridor 
have been measured against the 1924 street 

according to present city directives, this banner is 
legal signage. Just don’t change it to Schlitz.

according to present city directives, this banner is 
legal signage. Just don’t change it to Schlitz.



When former Livermore state rep. 
Randall L. Berry opposed relaxing the 
ban on highway billboards last spring, 
he lodged a protest–validating his mes-
sage by using a Photoshopped billboard 
to feature the controversial Labor mural 
Gov. LePage has been criticized for tak-
ing down in Augusta.
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photo files kept in City Hall’s Assessor’s De-
partment. If you look closely at those very 
photos along Congress Street, however, you 
can see the signs of our arts 
prosperity everywhere. n

>> For more, visit portlandmonthly.
com/portmag/2012/03/signs-extras.

(207) 775-0251 or (800) 370-1790 • www.harborfish.com
9 Custom House Wharf • Portland, Maine 04101 • Mon-Sat 8:30-5:30

• PORTLAND’S PREMIER FISH MARKET
• COURTEOUS & KNOWLEDGEABLE SALES STAFF
• WIDE VARIETY OF QUALITY FISH & SEAFOOD
• WE PACK TO TRAVEL & SHIP NATIONWIDE

• GIFT CARDS

9 Custom House Wharf • Portland, Maine 04101 • Mon-Sat 8:30-5:30 Sun 9:00-3:00

The Great White Way, with Congress 
Street as its backbone, shimmered 
with crowds and marquee signs for 
the following theaters: casco the-
atre, State theatre, convention 
big nickel, Strand, empire, Jeffer-
son theatre, portland, elm theatre 
Mask, Fluent Hall, lyceum theatre, 
and the Savoy. See our story, “The Last 
Picture Shows,” February/March 1991. 

ACTUALLY, I DespIse UrbAn bILLboArDs
“city dwellers aren’t immune to ugliness, and they 
don’t need a giant billboard to tell them what’s right 
down the street. our downtowns aren’t areas we 
should trash up with billboard lights…then they’ll 
just look like any other place. portland is beautiful 
because it doesn’t look like every other downtown.” 
–Mary Tracy, President, Scenic America

bILLboArDs beLong In CITIes, MAYbe
“the huge billboards on the roadside… i under
stand why those came down. they were eyesores. 
having billboards in the city isn’t as bad or  
as distracting.  
–Robert Cott, President, CD&M Communications 


