
Design Guidelines
for the Downtown District

A guide to renovation and
 restoration for the downtown. 

Fall Creek, Wisconsin



Fall Creek has chosen to focus on the various physical features of the downtown in order to enhance and 
maintain the unique character that is Fall Creek. The following design guidelines have been developed 
as a guide to facilitate cost effective and attractive building renovations. Below is the boundaries of the 
downtown district for which these guidelines have been developed.   

Fall Creek Downtown District
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Design Issues

The best storefronts reflect the business personality and image! Ask yourself:
•Who are your best customers?

•How would they describe your shop?

•What makes your business unique?

•Whose shop on the street looks best and why?

The Secret of Good Design
These Design Guidelines are written with a recognition and understanding of the essential elements that 
create the unique character of Fall Creek’s historic commercial district. Some of these elements include 
the natural topography of the land, scale of buildings, types of materials, color of facades, and era of 
construction. Some basic guidelines would include the following:

   •    Start Small: Begin with small-scale improvements and when gaining expertise, tackle large-scale 
improvements such as building renovations or restorations.

   •     Avoid Themes: Historic preservation is an ethic, not a theme. It advocates preserving architectural 
elements that tell Fall Creek’s story, not creating a false past pasted on.

   •   Create compatibility: Improvements should build on existing physical assets. Don’t imitate historic 
styles, but consider complementary changes that respect existing architectural elements.

   •   Build quality: Cheap “substitute” materials and low-budget designs of today build the tacky towns 
of tomorrow. Invest in the best possible materials and designs to pass the test of time, communicating 
pride and belief in the future of Fall Creek’s downtown.

   •   Don’t copy: Avoid “mall” design formulas that don’t work in the traditional commercial district where 
these treatments appear unnatural and gimmicky.

   •   Utilize natural assets: The existing green-spaces can be improved and developed to such an extent 
that they become a focal point of the social and commercial fabric of Fall Creek.

   •   Be realistic: Design improvements can enhance the appearance of Fall Creek’s commercial district, 
but they cannot alone develop economic vitality. Sensible business development, aggressive 
marketing and permanent management of the district are also necessary to promote economic 
strength.
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Property/business owners wishing to improve the image of their downtown building need to start by 
considering their business’s personality and market base first. Then an assessment of the architectural 
assets/problems should be addressed.

•   Consider the entire building. Expand a business’s presence and image by utilizing the whole facade 
reintegrating upper-story design with the storefront, uncovering facades, and opening up boarded 
windows.

•   Take cues from the neighbors. Look at the entire streetscape for clues about the range of colors, 
styles, size and character of storefront elements. Unity, not conformity, is the goal.

•   Change dramatically with color. A thoughtful paint scheme can cover a million problems from unifying 
a hodgepodge design to economically freshening a tired facade. Keep it simple: no more than three 
colors of the same hue, integrate the entire facade and don’t fight the neighbors.

•   Integrate facades with awnings. Stick to simple, traditional shapes, colors and materials that fit the 
storefront opening. Take your cues from historic treatments to help conceal previous inept alterations or 
modifications.

•   Change image through signs. Many significant changes can be accomplished through creatively 
designed signs. Placement, proportion, color, material and style should all reflect the building and 
business image.

•   Develop focal points with lighting. Call attention to merchandise, signs and architectural design 
through unobtrusive and historically sensitive lighting.

•   Use windows to inject vitality. Fresh, creative window displays and treatments are not only historically 
correct, they sell the merchandise selected and set the image of the business.

Successful Storefront Design
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The traditional commercial storefront can be considered the most important element that sets apart and 
gives historical significance and character to Fall Creek’s downtown. The majority of buildings in our area 
share a consistency in design and proportion that was key to creating a strong visual image. A visually 
unified and historically renovated downtown can go a long way in motivating patrons economically and 
attracting people socially. 

While changes have occurred to Fall Creek’s buildings over the years, generally most of these revisions 
are superficial, leaving the structural integrity of the original storefront design intact. These covered over 
facades may only need exposing, and restoring through simple maintenance and repair. 

Traditional Facade
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Features to Consider

•   The storefront should be composed almost entirely of glass. If glass is not appropriate for the business, 
consider the use of window treatments as a solution.

•   The entry should be maintained and restored in its original location and configuration. If the original 
entry is gone, the new entry should be designed and placed considering traditional design themes and its 
relationship to the overall building facade and symmetry.

•   Transom windows that are covered or blocked should be reopened and restored.
•  Storefront bulkheads should be restored or renovated.
•   Original elements such as cast iron columns, storefront cornices, entry doors and lighting fixtures should be 

restored.
•  Signage should be integrated into the storefront design.
•  Lighting should be integrated into the storefront design
•  Awnings, if required, should be integrated in the storefront design

The storefront design must be true to the time period in which the building was constructed. Renovating late 
19th century buildings with colonial motifs and mansard roofs is certainly inappropriate. When planning 
the renovation of a storefront, it could be very helpful to contact the library to see if there are turn-of-the-
century photographs available of your building. Old photographs can be a valuable tool to help determine 
original design, materials and signage used on your building.

Storefront Materials

When designing a new storefront or renovating an existing storefront, remember that the goal should be 
a transparent facade. Keeping the storefront materials simple and unobtrusive will help you achieve this 
goal. There is no need to introduce additional types of building materials to those that originally existed on 
your building.  Whether building new or renovating existing storefronts, use materials consistently throughout 
the design.  By doing this, you accomplish simplicity in the design and uniformity in the overall storefront 
appearance. Always try to utilize existing materials. It is better to repair them than to replace them.
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Typical examples of materials and their location on the storefront:

•  Storefront Frame - wood, cast iron, anodized aluminum
•  Display Windows - clear glass
•  Transom Windows - clear, tinted, stained or etched glass
•  Entrance Door - wood or aluminum with a large glass panel
•  Bulkheads - wood panels, polished stone, glass, metal clad plywood panels
•  Storefront Cornice - wood, cast iron, sheet metal
•  Side Piers - should be same material as upper facade (typically brick and stone)

Some materials should never be used on the traditional commercial building because they have no 
relationship to the original building’s design themes and therefore flaw the consistency of appearance 
of the building and the downtown area. Some inappropriate materials may include: cultured stone, fake 
brick, rough textured wood siding, wooden shingles on mansard roofs, gravel aggregate materials and 
stucco materials.

Color

As with materials, the color scheme chosen for the facade should be sensitive to the time period the 
building was built. To determine the color scheme to be used, consult a professional and ask to see color 
cards for historic paint colors and their combinations.

If you have a masonry facade that is already painted and the paint seems to be holding - paint it again. 
If masonry is to be painted, the colors used should be within the natural color range of the material to be 
painted.

Color should accentuate the architectural details of the building - but don’t overdo it! The levels of 
coloration might be broken down as follows: Base Color, Major Trim Color, Minor Trim Color, Accent Color
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Historic or Traditional Building Improvement

Fall Creek’s downtown district is eclectic in its overall architectural base and represents a great cross-
section of 20th century commercial architecture. Many of Fall Creek’s downtown business owners may 
wonder how to improve and restore these historic buildings. Generally, a building should be restored to 
its original facade no matter what era or architectural style it was built in. Tacking on an inappropriate 
historical “theme” facade should be avoided at all times. 

The property owner wishing to do a sensitive renovation should research as much as possible the 
building’s history (photographs are especially helpful) before a project is started and follow the same 
general design guidelines that are appropriate to the building’s origin. The Public Library can help the 
owner in researching what architectural elements were used during the period the building was erected.
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Infill Construction
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The construction of new buildings on vacant lots 
downtown should be encouraged. Because of 
this type of building fills a “hole” in the built 
environment, it is called an infill construction. 
 
The design of a new infill building, particularly its 
front facade is a special challenge. It should be 
designed to look appropriate and compatible with 
surrounding buildings. Otherwise, the new building 
will look awkward and out of place. 

What is good infill design? There is no pat answer; 
a good design will vary according to its setting. 
Professionals generally agree that because an infill 
building is new, it should look new. However, its 
appearance must be sensitive to the character of its 
neighbors. 

The infill facade 
should not pretend 
to be historic 
by too closely 
mimicking older 
facades. Often, 
pseudo-Colonial 
or Victorian details 
are added to new 

buildings in an attempt to make it blend in with 
older surroundings. This approach seldom succeeds; 
instead, it detracts from an area’s character by 
compromising what is authentic and historic. 

The central idea behind good infill construction is a 
simple one. To a large degree, the design of an infill 
facade should be an outgrowth of those around it. If 
the design of the new facade is based on those of 
its neighbours, it is sure to be compatible. 

This approach strikes a proper balance between 
the existing architecture and good contemporary 
design. The modern designer is allowed the 
freedom of individual talent--within limits.

Since a good infill design responds to its 
surroundings, it is not possible to develop specific 
guidelines that will apply to all cases. Every site has 
its own design problems and opportunities. 

There are, however, several general concepts that 
should govern the visual relationship between an 
infill building and its neighbors. 



1. Height
Buildings in traditional commercial districts share a 
similar height. Infill construction should respect this. A 
new facade that is too hight or low can interrupt this 
consistent quality. 

2. Width
The infill building should reflect the characteristic 
rhythm of the facades along the street. If the site is 
large, the mass of the facade can be divided into a 
number of small bays.

3. Proportion
The characteristic proportion (the relationship 
between height and width) of existing facades 
should be respected.  

4. Relationship to Street
The new facade’s relationship to the street (called 
the “setback”) should be consistent with that of its 
neighboring buildings.

5. Roof and Cornice Forms
The form of the roof and building cornice should 
be similar to those on adjacent structures. On Main 
Street, this usually means a flat roof hidden behind 
a cornice.

6. Composition 
The composition of the infill facade (that is, the 
organization of its parts) should be similar to that of 
surrounding facades. 
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10. Color
The colors chosen for an infill facade should tie it to 
its neighbors. 

 

7. Rhythm 
Rhythms that carry throughout the block (such as 
window spacing) should be incorporated into the 
new facade.

8. Proportions of Openings
The size and proportion of window and door 
openings should be similar to those on surrounding 
facades. The same applies to the ratio of window 
area to solid wall for the facade as a whole.

9. Materials
An infill facade should be composed of materials 
that complement adjacent facades. The new 
buildings should not stand out against others. 
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Before considering any repair or remodeling, materials should be examined by an architect or contractor 
as to their actual condition and potential for cleaning or repair. Once evaluated, cleaning and repair 
may proceed. All work should be professionally done, as proper equipment, working experience, and 
basic knowledge can be utilized. We will briefly describe repair and maintenance for the store owner’s 
basic familiarity.

Masonry Cleaning

The decision to clean the surface of your buildings is partly a matter of appearance and partly a 
maintenance issue. Cleaning can give it new life, restoring the natural qualities of the brick or stone.

There are, however, functional reasons for cleaning masonry. Dirty areas on brick or stone remain wet 
for a longer period of time. This dampness can promote chemical reactions that lead to deterioration. 
Harmful microorganisms also thrive in dirt, in time damaging the building surface.

Masonry cleaning can lighten the load of building maintenance as well. An owner who cleans the paint 
from his or her building, opting for the natural color of the brick or stone, eliminates the periodic chore of 
repainting.

But a word of caution - improper cleaning can cause masonry deterioration to accelerate. After several 
years, this deterioration can affect the structural stability of your building. In addition, before deciding 
to remove paint from a building, particularly one made of brick, try to determine if the building has 
always been painted. Some masonry buildings were built of soft brick that was meant to be painted as 
protection from the weather.

Masonry cleaning is a technical subject about which the National Trust’s Main Street Center, the 
National Park Service’s Division of Technical Assistance, and your state historic preservation office have 
accumulated much material. Don’t hesitate to ask for advice.
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The following is a list of steps to consider when deciding whether to clean your building:

1.   Consult an expert who can help you inspect the surface and determine the safest, most efficient 
method of cleaning.

2.    To be on the safe side, pay for a test patch. Evaluate the effectiveness of the cleaning method.  Some 
forms of dirt and paint are difficult to remove.  

3.    Let the test patch weather for several months. Any problems with the cleaning method will show up 
during this period. Residue from the cleaning should not be left on the brick or stone.

4.    After the test patch has been completed, examine the masonry. Note whether there are too many 
pockmarks. Are the edges too rounded? Does the face of the masonry rub off when you touch it? 
Some masonry may be too soft to clean.

5.    Check any alterations to the original building. Brick or stone used to fill in old, unused doors or 
windows or to construct additions may be unsightly or a different color than the original. Perhaps the 
building was first painted to conceal these differences and thus should be repainted.

6.    Inspect the mortar between the masonry units. Poor tuck pointing could allow water to seep into the 
building and cause damage. An expert can help you decide whether to re-point before or after 
cleaning. (Be sure to use the appropriate mortar type; the wrong choice can lead to visual and/or 
structural problems.)

7.  After the test, look at the original color of the masonry. Do you like it?

8.    Be sure the company you choose to clean your building has a good reputation. If possible, take the 
time to investigate examples of its previous work yourself.
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Signs are a vital part of Fall Creek’s image. They are equally important to a store owner’s image and 
identity, as well as beneficial for advertising and promotional purposes. Building signage should be 
carefully planned so it does not detract from building facades, yet meets business owners’ objectives and 
needs.  With a little forethought, storefront signs can enhance the building and Fall Creek’s image. You 
may want to look up old photos to see how your building looked in the past and how signs were related 
to its historic architectural details.

Please review the any Village Sign Ordinances to insure compliance with its 
requirements and restrictions before investing money in a sign.

The following guidelines will help you when designing your signs
Purpose
•  Ask yourself what purpose you want it to serve:
•  Does it simply identify your business?
•  Should it reflect the personality of your store or office?
•  Do you need to include product information on your sign?
•  What kind of customers are you trying to attract?
•  Do you want the sign to be read by pedestrians, motorists or both?

Message
•  How much do you want your sign to say? Some suggestions follow:
•  Keep it simple -- introduce your store and its contents.
•  Wording should be minimal and slogans should be avoided.
•  Descriptive words instead of detailed listings will catch pedestrians’ attention much more easily.

Signage
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Size

•  Big does not necessarily mean better or more powerful.
•  The sign should not dominate your building.
•  Its shape and proportions should fit harmoniously, just as a window or door does.

Letters, Numbers & Symbols

One or a combination of all three may be needed to best convey your message. Numbers defining your 
street address may be needed for your customers to locate your business. Often a recognizable symbol 
may be enough to serve your purpose.

Numerous styles and fonts are available today, and a sign company or advertising agency is 
recommended to help you find a style that represents the desired image.

Color

•  Simple color schemes often provide more impact.
•  Avoid garish, fluorescent colors.
•  Colors should work in harmony with your building’s colors.
 
Again, a sign company or advertising agency can provide tremendous guidance. The money spent on an 
agency for help with an overall design sign would truly pay for itself with an easily read, eye-catching, 
effective sign.
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Materials

Signs can be made from a large variety of materials that can also help you create the feel and look you 
are trying to achieve. Examples of different materials follow:

•  wood
•  metal
•  stone
•  neon
•  canvas
•  paint on glass
•  gold leaf
•  etched or stained glass
•  plastic

Vacuum-formed plastic signs are not recommended and would not be appropriate. 

Signage Lighting

If you plan to illuminate your sign at night, the light source should be as inconspicuous as possible. Try to 
avoid obtrusive or gaudy lighting techniques that in actuality detract attention from the sign.
Signs can be illuminated with the following types of lighting:

1.   Incandescent Lighting - used primarily to “wash” the entire sign with a soft, yellowish light either from 
above or below.

2.  Fluorescent Lighting - most effective if only the sign’s message, not its background, is lit.
3.    Halogen Lighting - produces white light with bulbs that are very small and easily concealed. However, 

this type of lighting is fairly expensive.



Placement

The primary sign should be located above the storefront display windows but below the sills of the second 
floor windows. Many turn-of-the-century buildings contain a continuous brick ledge or corbelling used to 
separate the street level storefront from the second floor and above. This space was often created for 
signage purposes and is ideal for sign placement. Other suitable locations may include:

       •Under the store front cornice
      •Painted on window glass
      •On the side of the building
      •Projecting from the building
      •On the awning valance
      •On the canopy fascia

A combination of sign types may be used when appropriate and as long as they conform to each type’s 
specific requirements as noted in the local Sign Ordinance.
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Illumination of the building facade is an important element when considering visibility during the evening 
hours. The street lighting installed by the city generally provides good illumination of the storefront. 
However, installing fixtures to accentuate the historical character of the building can add tremendous 
appeal.
A few traditional methods of storefront lighting can attract attention and provide additional promotional 
appeal.

Window Displays
•  Interior touch or down lights work well to illuminate window displays.
•  Lit displays enhance merchandise and attract customers.
Light over recessed entry doors
•  Helps to define and accentuate your store entrance.
•  Provides for an element of safety.
Neon Lighting
•  Effective use for window signage.
•  Use sparingly to provide maximum impact.

Storefront lighting should be tastefully done either to highlight the product, building or signage. Flashing 
lights, flashing signage or excessively bright lights are not appropriate.

Storefront Lighting
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