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A guide to renovation and rehabilitation for the business district. 
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Introduction  

The Main Street Approach  
The Main Street Approach combines historic preservation with downtown development to create a 

working, growing, and aesthetically pleasing business center that works to reinforce and rekindle the 

economic vitality and values that Main Street stands for - making it once again the unique commercial 

and social heart of the city. 

The process is designed to improve all aspects of the downtown for tangible - and intangible - benefits. 

Improving economic management, strengthening public participation and making downtown a fun place 

to visit are as critical to Marshfield's success as recruiting new business, rehabilitating old buildings and 

expanding parking. 

Building on downtown's inherent assets of rich architecture, personal service and traditional values, the 

Main Street Approach has earned national recognition as a practical strategy appropriately scaled to 

each community's local resources and conditions. 

Set up in 1977 by the National Trust for Historic Preservation to stimulate economic development within 

the context of historic preservation, the National Main Street Program has worked in over 2,000 

communities nationwide. Wisconsin has been involved since 1988, with 36 cities now participating. A 

small number of communities each year are selected to become Wisconsin Main Street participants. 

Marshfield was selected in 1990. 

Definitions   

Cornice 

The continuous projection at the top of a wall. The top course or 

molding of a wall when it serves as a crowing member.  

Elevation  

A mechanically accurate, άƘŜŀŘ-ƻƴέ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ 

or object, without any allowance for the effect of the laws of 

perspective. Any measurement on an elevation will be in a fixed 

proportion, or scale, to the corresponding measurement on the real 

building.  

 

 

Elevation 

 

Cornice 
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Façade 

Front or principal face of a building, any side of a building that faces a 

public space or other open area. 

Glazing 

Fitting glass into windows and doors. 

Lintel  
A piece of wood or stone that lies across the top of a door or 
window and holds the weight of the structure above it 
 
Bulkhead  
An upright partition separating compartments 
 
Masonry  
The stone, brick, or concrete used to build things 
 
Storefront  
The front side of a store 
 
Corbel  
An architectural member that projects from within a wall and 
supports a weight; especially:  one that is stepped upward and 
outward from a vertical surface 
 
Tuck-pointing  
To finish the mortar joints between bricks or stones with a 
narrow ridge of putty or fine lime mortar 
 
Common Brick  
Typically a softer, less-finished brick used on rear or side walls, or covered by stucco or plaster 
 
Face Brick 
Often harder than common brick, with a more finished surface. Used on the main facade  

Glazing 

 

Tuck-pointing 
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Building Types in Downtown Marshfield  

Neo-Gothic Revival  

 

Romanesque Revival      Collegiate Gothic  

 

 

 

 

Chestnut Center for the Arts 

Tower Hall Purdy Building 

Glazing 
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Neo-Classical 

Italianate  

 

 

Post Office 
Century Plaza 

Fringe Studio 
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Art Deco 

A 

20 th  Century Commercial       

Principals for Historic Preservation  

The Preferred Sequence of Preservation Actions  

Once the basic approach to a project has been defined, it is important to assess the property and to 

identify any significant character-defining features and materials. Retaining these elements and then 

using the guidelines to select an appropriate treatment mechanism will greatly enhance the overall 

quality of the preservation project. In making the selection, follow this sequence: 

1. If a feature is intact and in good condition, maintain it as such.  

2. If the feature is deteriorated or damaged, repair to its original condition. 

Rogers Cinema Theatre 

Commercial Vernacular 

Moneywise Center 

Weber Building 

Noll Hardware  
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3. If it is not feasible to repair the feature, then replace it with one that is the same or similar in 

character (materials, detail, finish) to the original one. Replace only that portion which is beyond 

repair. 

4. If the feature is missing entirely, reconstruct it from appropriate evidence or with proportions 

ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǘȅƭŜ 

5. If a new feature or addition is necessary, design it in such a way as to minimize the impact on 

original features.  

Design Guidelines for Facades 

Traditional Commercial Facades 
The traditional commercial storefront can be considered the most important element that sets apart 

and gives historical significance and character to downtown Marshfield. The majority of our historical 

buildings date from the late 1800's to the early 1900's. When originally constructed, our downtown 

buildings shared a consistency in design and proportion that was key to creating a strong visual image. 

This consistency was and is still important in conveying how our downtown is perceived by the client 

who may seek goods and services here. A visually unified downtown can go a long way in attracting 

people to our downtown as well as to the individual shops and businesses that are located here. 

Changes have occurred to our buildings over the years in response to various merchandising trends, 

technology, and changing tenants. In most cases the changes affected the storefront area while the 

upper façade remained intact. Most revisions to the storefront are superficial, leaving the structural 

integrity of the original storefront design intact. In some of these cases the original storefronts may still 

be in place but covered over or in need of maintenance and repair. 

The basic commercial facade consists of three parts: the storefront with an entrance and large display 

windows, the upper masonry facade with regularly spaced windows, and the decorative cornice that 

caps the building. These components may appear in various shapes, sizes and styles but the result is 

essentially the same facade.  

In the downtown business district of Marshfield, the typical building facade is a two story masonry 

construction. 

Storefront Design  

The traditional Marshfield building facade has a well-defined opening that the original storefront filled. 

The opening is bounded on each side by piers which were usually constructed of masonry. It is bounded 

on top by the storefront lintel which is the structural member supporting the upper facade, and 

bounded below by the sidewalk. 

The storefront was composed almost entirely of windows. The large glazed opening of the storefront 

served to display goods the store or business had to sell as well as to allow natural light deep into the 

store thus minimizing the need for artificial light sources. 
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The visual openness of the storefront is also important because it is part of the overall proportion 

system of the facade. The proportion of window to wall areas in the traditional facade calls for more 

glass and less wall at the storefront level, balanced by more wall and less glaze on the upper facade. 

When these buildings were built, their owners recognized the importance of maintaining these 

proportions so that the downtown would maintain a consistent design theme, thus making it an 

attractive place for its customers to do business. 

Storefront Improvements  

In considering improvements to the storefront it is very important that the original opening be 

recognized and maintained. The remodeled storefront should be designed to fit inside the original 

opening and not extend beyond or in front of it. 

The basic storefront design should include large windows with thin framing members, recessed entrance 

with overhead transom, a storefront lintel cornice, or a horizontal sign panel at the top of the storefront 

to separate it from the upper facade, and low bulkheads at the base to protect the windows and act as a 

platform for window displays. The basic configuration can be constructed from traditional or 

contemporary materials, achieving the same result. 

Key figures to consider: 

ω The storefront should be composed almost entirely of glass. If glass is not appropriate for the 

business, consider the use of interior window treatments or temporary window display as a 

solution. 

ω 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. 

ω Transom windows that are covered or blocked should be reopened and restored. 

ω Storefront bulkheads should be restored or renovated. 

ω Original elements such as cast iron columns, storefront cornices, entry doors and lighting 

fixtures should be restored. 

ω Signage should be integrated into the storefront design. 

ω Lighting should be integrated into the storefront design. 

ω Awnings should be integrated into the storefront design. Without concealing important building 

elements. 

ω Awnings should be canvas/fabric and use a watershed profile 

The storefront design must be true to the time period in which the building was constructed. Renovating 

late 19th century buildings such as we have in Marshfield with colonial motifs and mansard roofs is 

certainly inappropriate. 

When planning the renovation of a storefront, it could be very helpful to contact the local museums or 

the Main Street office 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 buildings. 
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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 that 

perform their intended function well and use these materials consistently throughout the design. By 

doing so 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. 

Typical examples of materials and their location on the storefront: 

ω Storefront Frame - wood, cast iron, anodized aluminum, copper 

ω Display Windows - clear glass 

ω Transom Windows - clear, tinted, stained or etched glass, prism glass 

ω Entrance Door ï wood metal or aluminum with a large glass panel 

ω Bulkheads - wood panels, polished stone, glass, tile, metal clad plywood panels, brick 

ω Storefront Cornice - wood, cast iron, sheet metal 

ω Side Piers - should be same material as upper facade {typically brick and stone) 

Certain 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. Such inappropriate materials include: cultured stone, fake brick, 

rough textured wood siding, wood shingles on mansard roofs, gravel aggregate materials and stucco 

materials. 

Rear Commercial Facades 
Rear facades are often neglected, but due to their visibility and the location of available parking, it is 

important for businesses to improve the aesthetics of the backs of their buildings.  

Before  
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After  
(Rendering) 

 

Sidewall Facades 
The introduction of vehicular and pedestrian circulation routes, as well as adjacent building demolition 

will create a potential problem of exposing sidewalls. The first priority will usually be to build a new 

building on the demolition site. But if it is decided that it will remain empty forever, then adding 

windows and or doors may be an option.  These walls are more difficult to aesthetically treat because 

there is less to work with. Trim is held to a minimum, and there generally are few windows, doors, or 

other features to treat. One must also realize sidewall mounted signs are to be avoided due to City 

ordinances. However, there are several treatments that can be used to help "dress up" a blank wall. 

Keep in mind that side walls were typically built with softer common brick as opposed to face brick, so 

tuck-pointing and other repairs may be needed. 

Continuation of Storefront Elements  

Strong storefront elements can be extended across the sidewall. Examples are facade trim, window 
head millwork, wall accent trim, or paint color. The introduction of these elements adds a horizontal or 
vertical rhythm, and interrupts an otherwise monotonous wall. This also prepares the pedestrian for 
what they will see when approaching their storefront. *Take caution if applying for federal tax credits 
and contact the Main Street office or Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC). As these 

architectural features are on the side and rear entrance, they may be discouraged by the Wisconsin 

Historical Society and National Park Service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Window Head Millwork 

Wall Accent Trim 
Facade Trim 


