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Chapter 148, SIGNS 
 
[HISTORY: Adopted by the Annual Town Meeting of the Town of Marblehead 
3-14-1972 by Art. 29; amended in its entirety 5-5-1975 ATM by Art. 16. 
Subsequent amendments noted where applicable.]  
 

GENERAL REFERENCES 
 
Building construction -- See Ch. 30.  
Old and historic districts -- See Chs. 110 and 233.  
Posting notices -- See Ch. 119, Art. III.  
Zoning -- See Ch. 200.   
 

ARTICLE I, General Provisions 
§ 148-1.  Purpose.  
Pursuant to the authority conferred upon the Town by General Laws, Chapter 
93, Section 29, and Chapter 143, Section 3, and all acts in amendment thereof 
and in addition thereto, and by every other law or power it hereto in any manner 
enabling the Town of Marblehead adopts this By-Law, which shall be known as 
the Sign By-Law, for the regulation and restriction of all billboards, signs and 
other advertising devices within the Town, including illuminated signs and 
illuminated advertising devices whether or not under the cover of a roof, and 
whether or not inside or outside an exterior wall.   
§ 148-2.  Permit requirements.   
A.         General. No sign shall be erected, altered or relocated without a permit 
issued by the Building Commissioner.  [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6]   
B.         Signs in historic districts. Each application with respect to a sign within 
an historic district must be accompanied by a certificate of appropriateness from 
the Historic Districts Commission, unless such sign is exempt from the 
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requirement of such a certificate under Section 6 of Massachusetts General 
Laws 1960:345.EN   
C.         Applications. The applicant must provide the name and address of the 
sign owner, the proposed location, a scale drawing of the sign, and a sketch 
including an indication of the colors used, which shows the design, dimensions 
and position of the sign, and such other pertinent information as the Building 
Commissioner may require to insure compliance with this By-Law and any 
other applicable law. A permit shall be issued only if a sign conforms to the 
provisions of this By-Law, and all other applicable laws, and may be issued as 
hereinafter provided.  [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6]   
D.         Inspection. Any sign may be inspected periodically by the Building 
Commissioner for compliance with this By-Law and other requirements of law.  
[Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6]   
E.         Existing signs. Existing signs are defined as those erected before the 
passage of this By-Law, and are classified into one of two categories, which 
are:  [Amended 5-5-1997 ATM by Art. 25]   
(1)        Conforming signs, which comply with all provisions of this By-Law.   
(2)        Nonconforming signs, not meeting the requirements of this By-Law, but 
not expressly prohibited by this By-Law. Such signs shall be considered legal, 
and permit [permitted] until they are expressly prohibited by subsequent 
amendment to this By-Law.       
§ 148-3.  Penalty for violation.  
Whoever violates any provision of this By-Law shall be punished by a fine not 
exceeding $100 for each offense. Each day that such a violation is permitted to 
exist shall constitute a separate offense. The imposition of a penalty shall not 
excuse the violation and shall not be held to prevent the enforced removal of 
prohibited conditions where they continue to exist as a violation of this By-
Law.   
§ 148-4.  Severability.  
The invalidity of any section or provision of this By-Law shall not invalidate 
any other section or provision hereof.    
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ARTICLE II, Definitions 

 
§ 148-5.  Definitions.   [Amended 5-3-1978 ATM by Art. 31; 5-2-1989 STM by 
Art. 6; 5-5-1997 ATM by Art. 25]  
For the purpose of this By-Law, the following words and terms used herein are 
hereby defined or the meaning thereof is explained or limited:   
 
BOARD OF APPEALS  -- The Board of Appeals established or operating in the 
Town of Marblehead under the Zoning Enabling Act, or any amendment 
thereof, or addition thereto.EN    
 
BUILDING COMMISSIONER  -- The Building Commissioner appointed under 
the provisions of the Building By-Law of the Town of Marblehead as now or 
hereafter in force and effect.EN    
 
BUSINESS AREA  -- Any area included within a district zoned primarily for 
business or commercial purposes, including the Unrestricted District, under the 
Zoning By-Law. It does not include any area within a district zoned for 
residential purposes under said Zoning By-Law, as hereinafter defined, 
regardless of whether the area is being lawfully used or is available for such use 
through a special permit or a variance granted by the Board of Appeals or 
through a nonconforming use or by any other means.    
 
CONFORMING SIGNS  -- Any billboard, sign or other advertising device 
which conforms to all provisions of this By-Law.    
 
ERECTED  -- The word "erected" shall include the words attached, built, 
constructed, reconstructed, altered, enlarged, and moved.    
 
NONCONFORMING BUSINESS USE  -- A use of a building or lot that does 
not conform to the various regulations of the Marblehead Zoning By-Law; in 
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most cases, a business established in a residential district before that area was 
zoned for residential use.    
 
NONCONFORMING SIGNS  -- See § 148-2E(2). A sign which does not meet 
the requirements of this By-Law.    
 
PARKING AREA  -- A public parking area or a private parking area that is 
open to parking of motor vehicles by customers of the store.    
 
PERSON  -- The word "person" shall include one or more individuals, a 
partnership, an association and a corporation.    
 
RESIDENTIAL AREA  -- A residential area is any area situated within a district 
zoned primarily for residential purposes under the Zoning By-Law. It includes: 
Expanded Residence, Limited Single Residence, Single Residence, General 
Residence, Central Residence.    
 
SIGN  -- The word "sign" shall include any letter, word, symbol, drawing, 
picture, design or device within public view that advertises, calls attention to, or 
indicates any premises, person or activity, whatever the nature of the material or 
manner of composition or construction, and whether exterior to a building or 
interior to a building but designed to be visible through a door or window.    
 
SIGN TYPES    
 
A.         AWNING SIGN -- Any sign that is part of or attached to an awning, 
canopy or other fabric, or structural protecting cover over a door, entrance, 
window, storefront, or outdoor service area. A marquee shall not be considered 
an awning.    
 
B.         BANNERS -- A sign of lightweight fabric or similar material that is 
mounted to a pole or a building by a permanent frame at one or more edges. 
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Decorative residential flags, national, state and municipal flags, official flag of 
any institution or business shall not be considered banners.    
 
C.         FREESTANDING SIGNS -- The term "freestanding sign" shall include 
any and every sign erected on or affixed to the land and any and every exterior 
sign that is not attached to a building. All permanent freestanding signs are 
required to obtain a special permit from the Board of Appeals [see § 148-7, 
Business Areas, Subsection A(1)(f)].    
 
D.         INCIDENTAL SIGN -- A sign, generally informational, that has a 
purpose secondary to the use of the lot, building or business which it is located, 
including but not limited to "no parking," "entrance," "loading only," 
"telephone," "store hours," "accepted credit cards" and other similar directives. 
No sign with a commercial message legible from a position off the property on 
which the sign is located shall be considered incidental.    
 
E.         OFF-PREMISES SIGNAGE -- Limited to billboards, signs or other 
advertising devices not located on the premises of the business advertised.    
 
F.         PROJECTING SIGNS -- Any sign affixed to a building or wall that 
extends more than 12 inches beyond the surface of the building or wall. A 
projecting sign may be either perpendicular or parallel to a wall and may have a 
message on not more than one face.    
 
G.         TEMPORARY SIGNS -- Any sign, except for a window sign, that is 
used for a period of not more than 30 days and is not permanently mounted.    
 
H.         TRANSOM SIGN -- Any sign, affixed or painted, located on the 
storefront above the door and/or display window. Transom signs are directly 
associated with the storefront and are an integral part of the storefront design.    
 
I.          WALL-MOUNTED SIGNS -- Any sign parallel and attached to a wall, 
or erected and confined within the limits of an outside wall of any building or 



 

Modified November 2008                                          - 39 - 

structure, which is supported by such wall or building, and which displays only 
one sign surface.    
 
J.          WINDOW SIGNS -- Any sign, picture, symbol or combination thereof, 
designed to communicate information about an activity, business, commodity, 
event, sale or service, that is placed inside a window or upon the interior face of 
window panes or glass, and is visible from the exterior of the window.      
 
SIZE  -- In applying the maximum height and width limitations prescribed in 
this By-Law for signs, any intermediary removable surface to which a sign is 
affixed shall be deemed to be a part of the sign.    
 
SPECIAL PERMIT  -- Permission granted by the Board of Appeals which in 
any way varies specific requirements of this By-Law.    
 
STORE  -- A "store" shall include any establishment, office or place of 
business.    
 
STOREFRONT  -- Generally the glazed area of the store designed for the 
display of the contents, services of the store. Where a building is located on a 
corner, the store may have more than one storefront. The total amount of the 
store frontage is the accumulated length of all the storefronts.    
 
STREET  -- Any public way or a private way that is legally open to public use.    
 
ZONING BY-LAW  -- The Zoning By-Law of the Town of Marblehead as from 
time to time in force and effect.EN     
 

ARTICLE III, Regulations and Restrictions 
 
§ 148-6.  Residential areas. 
A.         Signs.EN   
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 (1)        No sign shall be erected or maintained on any premises in 
 connection with a use permitted in a residential area by the Zoning By-
 Law, except:   
  (a)        Such sign as may be permitted by the Zoning By-Law  
  or by operation of law.   
  (b)        Signs advertising government and public service uses  
  (as defined by the Zoning By-Law) and signs advertising  
  institutional and recreational uses (as defined by the Zoning  
  By-Law) which announce one or more of the following: the  
  name of the occupant of the premises, the nature of the  
  occupancy or information as to the use of the premises, or  
  admission to the premises.   
  (c)        Street signs and other municipal signs erected by the  
  Town for the maintenance of traffic and parking control or for  
  the posting of rules governing the use of Town property.   
  (d)        Street signs and parking signs erected by private  
  owners with the permission of the Board of Selectmen.   
  (e)        Existing signs on the property of a nonconforming  
  business. Any change in such signs is subject to a special  
  permit.   
  (f)         A freestanding sign indicating the occupants of a  
  residence may be maintained provided that it is no greater than 
  two square feet in area and no more than seven feet in height  
  above ground level.  [Added 5-3-1978 ATM by Art. 31]     
 (2)        All such exceptions as specified above shall be subject to other 
 applicable by-laws and shall be subject to reasonable needs as 
 interpreted by the Building Commissioner. Decisions of the Building 
 Commissioner on this provision may be appealed to the Board of 
 Appeals, as provided for in § 148-10.  [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by 
 Art. 6]     
B.         Off-premises signs.EN 
  No off-premises sign shall be erected or maintained in a residential 
 area.     
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§ 148-7.  Business areas.   
A.         Signs.   
 (1)        In business areas, signs that comply with the provisions 
 hereinafter set forth are permitted. All other signs are expressly 
 prohibited.   
  (a)        Location. The sign shall be affixed to a building,  
  except as hereinafter provided. A sign attached to a building  
  shall be securely affixed to one of the walls or a roof of the  
  building. If affixed to the roof, it shall be parallel with the  
  front walls of the store. No sign, whether affixed to a wall or  
  roof of a building, shall project above the highest line of the  
  main roof of the building, provided, however, that if the sign  
  is attached to a wall having a parapet extending above the  
  highest line of such roof, then the sign may reach, but may not 
  project above the top of the parapet wall. In addition,   
  projecting signs require the permission of the Board of  
  Selectmen if they project over Town property.  [Amended 5-3- 
  1978 ATM by Art. 31; 5-7-1984 ATM by Art. 19]   
  (b)        Size.  [Amended 5-7-1984 ATM by Art. 19; 5-5-1997  
  ATM by Art. 25]  
 
                                     Height               Length              Total s.f.            

             Awning sign                                           
                    Valence    3/4 valence        1/2 valence        n/a        
                         Face     n/a               n/a            10 s.f.               
             Banners           n/a                      n/a                     15 s.f.               
             Freestanding   n/a                      n/a                     10 s.f.               
             Incidental        n/a                      n/a                      3 s.f.    
             Off-premises  Per ZBA             Per ZBA            Per ZBA    
             Projecting       n/a              n/a                      6 s.f.    
             Transom         2' 0"      Full length storefront       n/a        
             Temporary      May not exceed storefront dimensions    
             Wall-mounted 2' 0"                  3/4 storefront       n/a        
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             Window signs  n/a                    n/a                     10 s.f.               
             In all cases no letter size shall exceed 18"           
   
(c)        Number. There shall not be more than three exterior sign(s) for each 
store, whether affixed to the building or projecting out from the face of the 
building, except that if the store has a direct entrance into the store in a wall 
other than the storefront, there may be an additional sign affixed to such wall, 
and if the store has a wall, other than the storefront, that faces upon a street or 
parking area, there may be an additional sign affixed to such wall, whether or 
not such wall contains an entrance to the store; provided, however, that no store 
shall have more than two additional signs in any event. Additional signs shall 
prescribe to the size regulations in Subsection A(1)(b), Size. In addition to the 
foregoing sign or signs, there may be one directory of the occupants or tenants 
of the building affixed to the exterior wall of the building at each entrance to the 
building. Such directory shall not exceed an area determined on the basis of one 
square foot for each occupant or tenant of the building.  [Amended 5-3-1978 
ATM by Art 31; 5-5-1997 ATM by Art. 25]   
(d)        Special signs. In particular instances the Board of Appeals may permit a 
sign or more than the number of signs hereinabove permitted, or signs of a size 
or in a location other than hereinabove specified, if it determines that the 
architecture of the building, the location of the building with reference to the 
street or the nature of the use is such that additional signs or signs of a greater 
size should be permitted in the public interest. In particular, signs indicating the 
time and temperature may be permitted by the Board of Appeals by special 
permit upon a finding that they are of special service to the community. In 
granting such permission, the Board of Appeals shall specify the size and 
location of the sign or signs and impose such other terms and restrictions as it 
may deem to be in the public interest.  [Amended 5-3-1978 ATM by Art. 31]   
(e)        Construction. No sign shall be painted or posted directly on the exterior 
surface of any wall except glass. All signs must be painted, posted or otherwise 
securely affixed to a substantial intermediary removable surface and such 
surface shall be securely affixed to the wall of the building. The foregoing, 
however, shall not prevent installation of a sign by individual letters or devices 
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cut into or securely affixed to the exterior wall of a building, provided that such 
letters or devices have a minimum depth or projection of 1/4 of an inch and a 
maximum depth of four inches and a projection of six inches. The material of 
the sign and intermediary surface and the manner of affixation of the sign to the 
intermediary surface and of the intermediary surface to the wall of the building 
shall be subject to the approval of the Building Commissioner for the purpose of 
protecting the safety of the public.  [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6; 5-5-
1997 ATM by Art. 25]   
(f)         Standing signs. Standing signs are prohibited except as follows:   
[1]        In particular instances the Board of Appeals may permit standing signs 
if it determines that the nature of the use of the premises, the architecture of the 
building, or the location of the building with reference to the street is such that a 
standing sign or signs should be permitted in the public interest. In granting such 
permission the Board of Appeals shall specify the size, type and location of the 
sign and impose such other terms and restrictions as it may deem to be in the 
public interest.   
[2]        During the construction of a building a standing sign may be erected on 
the premises identifying the building, the owner, the contractors, the architects 
or the engineers, but such sign shall not exceed 20 square feet in surface area nor 
10 feet in any dimension. Such sign shall be removed promptly after the 
completion of the building.     
(g)        Gasoline filling stations and garages. Gasoline filling stations and 
garages may, if they elect to do so, divide that one exterior sign affixed to the 
front wall of the building, to which they are entitled as hereinabove provided, 
into separate signs affixed to and parallel to such wall and indicating the 
separate operations or departments of the business; provided, however, that the 
total of the widths of the separate signs shall not exceed the maximum width 
permitted under this By-Law for a single exterior sign on such wall. In addition, 
one sign, standing or otherwise, indicating the company whose gasoline is being 
sold, may be erected of such type, in such location, and in such manner as the 
Board of Appeals may permit. The standard type of gasoline pump bearing 
thereon, in usual size and form, the name or type of gasoline and the price 
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thereof, shall not be deemed to be in violation of this By-Law.  [Amended 5-5-
1997 ATM by Art. 25]   
(h)        Maintenance. All signs, whether erected before or after the effective date 
of this By-Law, shall be maintained in a safe condition to protect the safety of 
the public.   
(i)         Flags or banners. One flag or banner may be used as a sign in addition to 
any other sign or signs otherwise permitted in this By-Law provided that:  
[Added 5-7-1984 ATM by Art. 19]   
[1]        Such a flag or banner shall be mounted in a temporary manner in order 
to be displayed only during business hours.   
[2]        Such a flag or banner may not exceed three feet by five feet.   
[3]        When displayed, the height of the bottom of such a flag or banner shall 
not be less than seven feet from the path of travel.   
[4]        If such flags or banners project over Town property, permission from the 
Board of Selectmen is required.   
[5]        The flag or banner shall be made of woven material, using man-made or 
natural fibers.         
B.         Off-premises signs.   
(1)        No off-premises sign shall be erected or maintained in any business 
district:   
(a)        Within 50 feet of any public highway;   
(b)        Within 300 feet of any public park, playground, or other public grounds, 
if within view of any portion of the same;   
(c)        Within a radius of 150 feet from the point where the center lines of two 
or more public ways intersect;   
(d)        Upon the roof of any building;   
(e)        Exceeding an area of 300 square feet or a height of 12 feet;   
(f)         Containing visible moving or movable parts or be lighted with flashing, 
animated or intermittent illumination;   
(g)        Without the approval of the Board of Appeals.     
(2)        This section shall not apply to signs exempted by Section 32 of Chapter 
93 of the General Laws.       
§ 148-8.  Illuminated signs.  
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The light from any sign or advertising lights shall be so shaded, shielded or 
directed or shall be maintained at a sufficiently low level of intensity and 
brightness that it shall not adversely affect neighboring premises nor the safe 
vision of operators of vehicles moving on public roads and highways. All 
lighted signs and advertising lights shall be so shaded, shielded or directed that 
they shall not reflect or shine on or into residential structures to an extent that 
would adversely affect them.   
A.         No sign or off-premises sign containing visible moving or movable parts 
or lighted with flashing, animated or intermittent illumination shall be erected or 
maintained in any district.  [Added 5-3-1978 ATM by Art. 31]   
B.         No sign or off-premises sign which is comprised of exposed, illuminated 
tubes containing neon or other gases shall be erected or maintained in any 
district.  [Added 5-3-1978 ATM by Art. 31]   
C.         Self-illuminating back-lit signs whether permanent or temporary, 
attached to the building or freestanding, including vending machines are 
expressly prohibited.  [Added 5-5-1997 ATM by Art. 25]      
ARTICLE IV, Administration  
§ 148-9.  Permits.   [Amended 5-1-1989 ATM by Art. 53; 5-2-1989 STM by 
Art. 6]  
No sign shall be erected on the exterior of any building or on any land unless 
and until an application for the erection of such sign has been filed with the 
Building Commissioner, with such information and drawings as he may 
reasonably require, and a permit for the erection of the sign has been issued by 
him. The fee for such permits shall be $30. The provisions of this section shall 
not apply to:   
A.         In residential areas, signs such as by the terms of the Zoning By-Law are 
permitted.   
B.         In all areas, one real estate sign of not over six square feet in total area 
advertising the sale or rental of the premises on which it is located.   
C.         In all areas, political campaign signs.     
§ 148-10.  Appeal.   [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6]  
A person aggrieved by the refusal of the Building Commissioner to issue a 
permit for the erection of a sign or by any order of the Building Commissioner 
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under this By-Law may appeal to the Board of Appeals. The provisions of the 
Zoning By-Law as to the time for taking such appeal and as to the notice of and 
hearing thereon to be held by the Board of Appeals shall apply to appeals under 
this By-Law.   
§ 148-11.  Special permits.  
The Board of Appeals, in granting a special permit which in any way varies 
specific requirements of this By-Law, or in granting a special permit as 
otherwise required by this By-Law, shall consider the following criteria before 
granting such special permit:   
A.         The specific site is an appropriate location for the proposed sign or 
signs.   
B.         The proposed sign or signs will not be a nuisance or a hazard to vehicles 
or pedestrians.   
C.         The proposed sign or signs will not adversely affect residential 
properties or business properties in the neighborhood.   
D.         The special permit requirements are in accord with the general spirit and 
intent of this By-Law.     
§ 148-12.  Enforcement.   [Amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6]  
The Building Commissioner is hereby designated and authorized as the officer 
charged with the enforcement of this By-Law, and the provisions of the Zoning 
By-Law in reference to the enforcement of the Zoning By-Law shall apply also 
to the enforcement of this By-Law.   
§ 148-13.  Obsolete signs and nonconforming signs.   [Added 5-2-1977 ATM by 
Art. 20; amended 5-2-1989 STM by Art. 6; 5-5-1997 ATM by Art. 25]   
A.         Obsolete signs. The Building Commissioner may order the removal of 
any sign which remains on the premises after the occupant using said sign no 
longer occupies the premises after the expiration of 30 days notice sent by 
registered or certified mail, return receipt requested, to the occupant and the 
assessed owner of the premises. In the event that a sign on leased premises is 
owned by the landlord of the premises, the sign may remain on the premises for 
six months from the date that the tenant ceases to occupy the premises provided 
that the landlord removes all lettering from said sign.   



 

Modified November 2008                                          - 47 - 

B.         Nonconforming signs. The Building Commissioner may order the 
removal of any sign which is not in compliance with this By-Law. All such 
signage must be removed within 30 days of notification by the Building 
Commissioner to the occupant and the assessed owner of the premises.      

 





