
Guide to Restoring and Protecting Old 
and Artistic Glass

If you’ve got an old home with beautiful, antique windows, the upkeep can be daunting, the repair 
complex, the weatherizing difficult and the replacement out of the question. Check out some easy ways 

to make your old windows work like the newest and look the part.
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Drafty, inefficient and gorgeous, old windows can be trouble 
makers. Nothing dates a building quite like its windows, and 
they should be part of any historic restoration or preservation 
efforts made. For historic buildings in many parts of the country, 
staying true to architectural styling is actually written into city 
codes. When looked at through the lens of rising costs of gas and 
electricity and the efficiency of new windows, it can be difficult to 
stay true to old windows, even beautiful artistic examples.

You can try a few tricks, though, to update and protect 
those old windows — and let you enjoy the view without 
reservations.

Restore, Seal and Protect
First, restore the windows to as close to their former glory as 
possible. When doing this, you’ll likely have to fight your way 
through years of paint on glass, frames and hardware — here 
are some tips for dealing with caked-on, aged paint:

•	 Score the paint with a utility knife along the edges of the 
piece you’re going to remove before prying it off. This will 
leave a clean break instead of chipping the paint.

•	 Steam the area to soften old paint and putty for removal. 
Try a carpet steam cleaner. Use the nozzle to steam a 
section for a minute or so, and test the paint and putty. If 
it’s still hard, reapply steam. If not, scrape away — but be 
careful. Don’t steam the wood too much or scrape against 
the grain when it’s soft; you could take big chunks out of 
the wood this way.

Just like with any project, you should sketch or take pictures of 
complex parts before and as you disassemble them. A bunch 
of small pieces could be hiding underneath all that paint or 
behind the sash.

Restoration Tricks: From Glazing to Hardware
Once things reach a workable level with the paint, it’s time to 
dive into restoration steps like these:

1. Reglaze. Remove and completely replace broken panes. 
Take out old panes by scraping off the old paint and putty and 
gently opening any small pieces of metal holding in the glass. 
You may be able to find old glass to look the part — if you 
are lucky. If you can’t match it, it might be time to consider 
replacing the sash completely with a replica that has double-
paned glass.

If your panels are intact, some companies offer a service in 
which they make double-paned glass out of your old glazing 
by adding another, more efficient pane of glass, sealing and 
reglazing. This service is expensive and hard to find, but it’s 
the best way to preserve old glass.

2. Add protective film. Another option you have if your 
panels are still intact is applying a protective polyester film 
to the windows. This can improve the strength of the glass, 
prevent additional wear and even add some insulating value. 
Improvements in this industry have resulted in super-thin 
polyester films that go on easily and are tough as nails.

3. Replace rotten wood. As you take apart your old windows, 
keep an eye out for rotted or rotting wood. Cut it out and 
replace it ASAP. For structural pieces, this means replacing the 
entire thing, but other parts of the window, like the sill, can 
have chunks cut out and replaced without too much trouble on 
your end.
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4. Fix hardware. Whether from neglect or just caked-on paint, 
old window hardware tends not to work too well without a 
little help. Cleaning off all of that old paint should remedy 
many situations, but some projects require more work.

Take sash weights as an example. Broken or missing sash cords 
cause most people to give up, call the sash weights done 
and add something new to replace them functionally. Rather 
than leaving vestigial pulley systems in the jamb, you can find 
spring-loaded counter-balances that should fit in roughly the 
same spot that the pulley came out of (some enlarging of the 
hole may be necessary). These use a coiled spring to simulate 
the old strung-up weight, and they work like a charm.

For the more ambitious, the sash weight lurks behind the 
jambs on either side. After you remove the sash, there is either 
an access panel or a lot more work to remove the jamb or the 
window’s front casing for access to the weight. Be sure to use 
the right length of cord or chain to secure the sash and weight. 
Test everything and lubricate the sash before reinstalling.

5. Seal and weatherstrip. All windows, old or not, should be 
well sealed and weatherstripped to stop drafts. For artistic 
glass with lead muntins — strips separating panes of glass — a 
clear sealant can stop drafts from small gaps without sacrificing 
beauty.

Protective Storm Windows
Installing internal storm windows can also help you seal things 
up. Your home still boasts those beautiful windows, but you 
get a whole other layer of protection inside. These can be 
installed permanently or seasonally, and certain types give you 
full access to opening and cleaning your old window.

Check out our do-it-yourself window repair guide for tips on 
fixing common window issues.
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