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Curtain wall shadow boxes are architectural features used in spandrel areas to 
conceal floor slabs as well as fireproofing and wiring while maintaining a uniform, 
all glass aesthetics.  These shadow boxes create the illusion of depth by placing 
a dark metal back pan several inches behind the exterior curtain wall glass. 
For more information on Back Pans, see McGrath Unitized Glass Curtain Wall 
Systems section.  

These systems are included in McGrath’s project scope and are detailed in VDC 
& pre-construction project drawings, engineered, fabricated and installed by 
McGrath.

TYPICAL FEATURES & CONSIDERATIONS

KEY FEATURES: 
•	 Visual Depth: By offsetting an opaque back pan (usually 

painted aluminum) from the exterior glass, they produce depth 
and match the optical qualities of the adjacent vision glass. 

•	 Uniformity: Unlike solid opaque spandrel glass, shadow boxes 
mimic the shadowing and reflectivity of vision panels, avoiding 
an unnatural “solid color band” look across the façade.

•	 Hidden Mechanicals: These systems often conceal necessary 
building components, including insulation, fire-safety, and slab 
edges, without compromising the glass aesthetic.

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS: 
•	 Condensation & Vapor: The cavity behind the shadow box is 

prone to condensation.  McGrath fabricates the shadow box 
to collect moisture on the exterior side of the metal panel and 
weep it out safely. 

•	 Ventilation: Based on the specification, McGrath either vents 
or seals the shadow box.  This is often dictated direction 
the shadow box is facing on the building and additional 
environmental considerations.  Venting allows moisture to 
escape but can allow dust in while unvented cavities prevent 
moisture but require highly effective interior vapor barriers to 
keep room air out.  

•	 Thermal Bridging: Shadow boxes typically interrupt normal 
insulation lines, so careful detailing is required to prevent cold/
heat transfer through the mullions.

•	 Thermal Stress: Dark back pans absorb significant solar heat 
which can cause differential thermal stress. Heat-strengthened 
or fully tempered glass is typically specified for this application.



TYPICAL FEATURES & CONSIDERATIONS

INSTALLATION & CONSTRUCTION: 
•	 Sealing & Vapor Barriers: McGrath ensures that all top, bottom 

and side joints of the interior back pan and insulation are tightly 
sealed to surrounding framing to prevent warm, moist interior air 
from migrating into the cold cavity.

•	 Component Sequencing: Shadow boxes are integrated directly 
into the McGrath unitized curtain wall system. In stick-built 
systems, the framing is erected on-site before adding the 
shadow box assembly.  For McGrath’s unitized systems, the 
modules are fully fabricated, sealed, and glazed in McGrath’s 
facility before being installed on the building.

•	 Weeping Systems: McGrath ensures horizontal mullions 
maintain a positive slope away from the interior, and weep holes 
in pressure plates and covers remain clear to allow any trapped 
moisture to escape.

•	 Fire-Safety Integration: At every floor bypass, safety codes 
demand non-combustible fire-safety and mineral wool insulation 
installed behind the shadow box to prevent fire from jumping 
between floors.
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