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downtown historic characrtc sing any one style for the construction of 
an addition or new buildin1 ~ilicy is dependent on taking into 
considemtion the physic31 : ign: setback, spacing, proportion, mass. 
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qualities that determine residential compatibility, but tile appliation and esnn~ples differ in 

commercial appl im t ions. 
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determined by the zoning of t h e  piece of property. The front setback is the distance lxhind 
the front (usually street facing) ppropert)r line. Side ant1 rear setbacks are also regulated. 
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Se tback  Guidelines 
Maintain the line of storefronts at 
the sidewalk edge. Locate the 
front facade of freestanding 
buildings in the same plane as 
the facades of adjacent buildings. 

Setbacks may be appropriate and 
allowable on vehicular streets if 
diverse siting already exists. 

Access to parking facilities should 
be from alleys when possible, 
reserving street frontage for 
building facades and thereby 
increasing pedestrian interest. 

Fully recessed commercial 
facades with no elements at the 
line of the traditional storefront 
are not permitted in commercial 
blocks. 

Recessed entrances have some 
historical precedent in twentieth 
century commercial design, and 
are permitted as long as they are 
flanked by display windows 
extending to the storefront. 

Recessed facades used for 
outdoor dining o r  for access to 
the basement are discouraged. 
In some cases a recessed facade 
may be permitted if elements 
such as columns, kneewalls, and 
soffits are maintained at the line 
of the traditional storefront and if 
those elements reflect the 
traditional relationship between 
solid and void. 

No additions that project into or 
:hove the established historic 
setback are permitted. 

iMl: co~ist~-uctio)z in a commercial block sbo~~M be in 
exact alig~irnent ulit13 othei- buildifzgs. Usual!y this is 
l-ight at the edge of the sidtrcalk. 

I IZ  ~11.eas ~i!ithfi.eestatidiug builditzgs t h ~ ~ t  ha21e a 
greater setback. solne tw,-iatiofz in the setback Iu:itI~ilz 
xoni)lg req~iirur?~e~lts) is allowed. 
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tss is the volume, or bulk, of the b uilding. M to main 
orientation and a =sense of scale that is compatible with the existing chanaer of down 
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Height is the actual dimension from the ground to the top of the building. Historic buildings 
in Northville are one, two, or three stories. New development of over three stories may be in 
conflict with the historic character. Actual height and perceived height are sometimes 
different. A five story building, not generally considered "high rise" may appear much taller if 
it is adjacent to one story commercial buildings, or worse, when it is adjacent to residential 
construction. Conversely, a one story infill building can be lost between three story buildings 
in a solid commercial block. 

Height Guidelines 

The proposed roof shape and 
skyline should relate to the 
existing adjacent structures. - 

The proposed highest height 
should be within 5% of the 
average height of the existing 
structures within a 300 feet 
radius 

Retain the horizontal lines of the 
facades on the block. 

Consider the characteristics of the 
sun and provide a terraced 
profile to avoid blocking sun. 

Provide stepped facades to avoid 
shading sidewalks and public 
spaces. and to avoid down-draft 
and wind tunnel effects. 

Taller buildings should be 
designed to appear to be the 
same height as their historic 
neighbors from the pedestrian or 
street level when viewed. This 
can sometimes be accomplished 
by designing incremental 
transitions in height (steps) 
between new and existing 
buildings. 

Buildings that are too short are 
also not compatible. 

Step ?zezi; huildi?igs lip a?zd backfi-om the stree!fi.o?zt. 
Corztinue t l~e  dojninaizt horizo?ztal lilzes (such as the 
lozcer. couzice, zoirzdou: sills, storefi-o?lt height, a?zd 
Lv~eeu.aill~i-on~alI-on the adjacent historic huildi~~gs. 
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Scale @ 
Scale is the human perception of the size of an object relative to other objects. Scale varies 
with function and location. The perception of scale is influenced by height and the 
proportion of building elements. 

Scale Guidelines 
New construction and additions 
should be compatible with the 
scale of commercial buildings. 
Where they are adjacent to 
residential buildings, the scale 
should not overwhelm the 
residential building. 

Residential scale is generally not 
appropriate within the historic 
commercial district except where 
homes have been converted to 
business use. / 'OUTOFSCALE 

v / 
IN ITS CONTEXT 

Monumental scale is also not 
appropriate within the historic 
district. 

Refer to "Height" and 
"Proportion" for additional 
guidelines related to scale. 

COMMERCIAL SCALE 

RESIDENTIAL SCALE 

MONUMENTAL SCALE 
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Proportion is the relationship between actual dimensions of elements. A design element such 
as cornice or window may have the same shape as adjacent cornices, but may appear out of 
proportion because the dimensional relationships are not the same. 

Building materials have physical proportional limits based on their strength. Elements may 
appear out of proportion if it looks as if the material has been stretched close to: or beyond. 
its physical limits. 

Proport ion G u i d e l i n e s  

The relationship of the height to 
the width of the front facade 
should be consistent with the 
pattern established by existing 
adjacent structures. 

The relationship of the height to 
the width of windows, doors, 
and other openings should be 
consistent with the pattern T o w  ."KT t W I ~  TRLL 1 
established by existing adjacent w A I L K ~ ~  

structures. 

The proportion of ornamental 
elements such as cornices, 
window hoods, brackets, and 
pediments should be consistent 
with historic commercial 
buildings. 

D~fereiztpropoitiotz, dIJffei-eizt size 

Materials used in contemporary 
commercial construction may be 
capable of more structurally than 
they are visually. Opening sizes 
and column heights should be 
based on adjacent historic 
examples? not on engineering 
limits alone. 

Duereizt size, sainepi.opoi-tioiz 

713e nlasoiziypiei. oiz the 
I@ looks as if it can 
s~rppo1-t the building abotje. 
The t l~ i t l  steel coluii?~zs 012 

t / ~ e  i-igbt look like the), 
niight herzcl t.r;e)~ thozdgh 
they nzay be s t r u c t ~ r a l ~ ~  
capable of supportiirg the 
bu ilding. 
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Hierarchy is a means of defining the importance of an architectural element by its size, shape, 
or placement relative to the other forms. Visual hierarchy helps orient the user, whereas lack 
of hierarchy may confuse the user. This is especially important on commercial buildings, 
because the user is a customer who needs to find the entrance. In the historic district, a good 
hierarchical arrangement will put the emphasis on the historic building, rather than on the 
addition. Additions should be visually subordinate to the historic portions. 

Hierarchy Guidelines 
Locate additions on .the rear. (Refer to "Rear Facade Development.") 

Set rooftop additions back from the facade. 

Apply less ornament to the subordinate addition. 

Do not engulf the historic building with additions. 

No additions that extend into or above the front setback are allowed. 

Rhythm 
Rhythm and pattern are created by the juxtaposition of repetitive elements in a design. Upper 
level windows, storefront columns, pilasters, brackets, and gables are some common 
commercial elements that are rhythmic. Rhythm gives variety to building surfaces and it helps 

0 
divide walls and masses. This is important on large commercial facades. 

Rhythm Guidelines 
The arrangement of solids and 
voids (walls and openings) and 
architectural features (ornament, 
columns, etc.) across the front 
facade should be consistent with 
the pattern established by 

i"--.-4 existing adjacent structures. 

Reinforce the established pattern 
of upper story windows. Use ;$$gj :FCC::: 2X.:::: $3 

:;s2+ ,..',i~*. $&;: @& :$ 

similarly-proportioned windows gjg ..>., I 
*>?;:': *,x!:< ::=,3 ,'-.o:o;. ;c;,>:.;< '.-,%'>-'.' :%::$$$ ,.:>:.x+:. Xh.,.. .",.!<<,:' +$!!,A ..,"....,. *,% 

or consider using other 
architectural elements (t.g. :I :~~pC~~~c:.:9:~O~.~o:v:o~.:.: :>:: ::s,:;&..$$..;.:8; :;?: .V..,y,;- :~~c..~:~R'+:c~~~$;;.uI . .- , :t:s~<~:.:,:~~::;~~i:.:.:, $:s$ $j :.:%$ $:&$$$$$; $$g@$g;g;~&:~&g @$;g$~*&i>? 
change in materials o r  changc in . ti:.> . , ,. :.:. ,,.. :,A ,d3;<,....,... ..,,.., *a',< ,..,,,,.,., .,,...-... ,~&.....,:?; .:+..:A+, $,;*..<,,.+ ~.:~.'.~;.;,.~x~.*.~~**~+~ 

,:<,:<, <,:<;<,:" x,r$ $..$ ;{:;$, !;;$$.:,9::*5:.:+>2>.$,".: $g$2v$?8%@&3: 
texture) to establish 11 similar ,.~<,.~,~,,.~.d,.,,~~,, ...,.. ,..,..,>.", . +.* + . ,)*O:>:.:+:.:v~:;p:.t;.<.-.'. . . . , .' .\"(i."4'..'..'..o.0<,: 

~ ...,..,. ...., ,;>?; ;:,:x<:yy: i.:.z;.:;$ y..:y~:$;<$*y*p:::A Y$pp,g$g@<?:~:. 
..,,..,.....,..,.a. 

.-I?. ?+I-, rn ,: <:::: $e3:g$ g>%z:y&:; :;g:~~$jg$!$;~$$$; $$$gBc$y@g. 
A typical rozil of historic comtnerciul buildings with the 
cotrespotzding rhythnz andpropot-tioll of the second 
floor uli?zc/o~s ua,zd storefro7zts 
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* 
Materials influence the color, durability, pattern, scale, and proportion of a building. Texture 
is the nature of the surfaces and can be the result of the material selection, tooling, or 
shadow. Texture adds visual and tactile character. 

M a t e r i a l s  Guide l ines  

The proposed construction materials and their textures should be the same type 
as those that have already been frequently used in existing adjacent structures 
(within 100 feet). 

Colors, whether of natural materials such as brick and stone, or applied colors 
such as paint, should relate to and complement the colors used on existing 
adjacent historic structures. 

Materials that are common in historic commercial buildings and are generally 
compatible include, but are not limited to: brick. stone, pressed metal! wood (for 
ornament) and clear glass. 

Materials that are not common for historic commercial buildings and which 
not be compatible include, but are not limited to: exposed concrete block. cast in 
place concrete, enameled metal panels, split shakes, vertical board and batten 
siding, imitation stone, imitation stucco, vinyl siding, aluminum siding, or wood 
siding (except on historic residential buildings). Use of these materials will be 
reviewed on an individual basis. 

Aluminum and vinyl siding are specifically prohibited within the historic district. 
Applicants may petition the HDC for an exeption. 
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Ornament 

Character defining details of a style are, at minimum, those details listed in the "Architecturdl 
Styles" section in part One of the Standards. Details on additions and new construction 
should not be exact replicas of historic details. If details on an addition are imitations, the 
hierarchy between new building and old building becomes confused and viewers are given a 
false sense of history. The use of traditional historic commercial elements in general, such as 
upper and lower cornices, bulkheads, and a recessed entrance flanked by storefront windows 
is permitted and encouraged if the design is in keeping with "General Design Issues" and is 
not entirely imitative. 

O r n a m e n t  Guide l ines  .. . 

The proposed details and ornament should be the same type as those that have 
already been frequently used on existing adjacent structures within a 300 feet 
radius. Their size shall be in pleasing proportion to the whole. 

- Whereas in restoration and preservation new ornaments should match the existing 
exactly, variations in color, size, profile, and material may be used to differentiate 
an addition or infill construction from the original. 

Maintain the rhythm, proportion, and alignment of historic ornament while 
varying the color, size, or profile to differentiate new details from historic details. 

Do not use symbols of history, such as stars or eagles, as replacements for 
architectural detail. 

Do not add details to the historic building that were never there, even if they d o  
look like other historic ornaments in the area, or if they would make the historic 
building and the addition "match." 

Do not use corporate logos instead of true architectural detail. 

Do not add or remove details to divide up a single historic building into slices 
based on tenant occupation. (See "Special Types of New Commercial 
Construction.") 
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COMMERCIAL STANDARDS 
 

Signs 
Signage is an important part of any business whose viability depends in part on 
projection of an image or identity.  Business owners desire prominent signage and 
a location for distinguishing logos.  The Historic District Commission is aware of 
this need.  It is possible, however, to select signs that communicate the merchant’s 
message while at the same time are compatible with the building’s character and 
not in competition with the architecture. 
 
Signs are regulated by the Northville Zoning Ordinance, Article 21.  A sign permit 
must be obtained before installing a new sign (See Part 7, “Review Processes” for 
sample forms.  The HDC will also review new signage to assure that it is 
compatible.  The Standards within the historic district may be more strict than 
those in the zoning ordinance. 

 
Sign Guidelines 
• Historic signs add character and are interesting as cultural artifacts.  

Preservation of these signs is encouraged.  (See Preservation Brief #25, The 
Preservation of Historic Signs.) 

• Select signs that fit into the façade, rather than those that project from the 
façade. 

• Backlit and internally lit signs and awnings are prohibited by the sign 
ordinance. 

• Awnings that double as signs are discouraged. 
• No rooftop signs are permitted. 
• Neon and chaser light signs are generally not acceptable; however some of 

these existing signs may have become historic in their own right, and in that 
case should be preserved. 
 

Good choices for signs include: 
• Signs which are compatible with the character, style and colors of the building.  

Refer to page 4-21 of these Standards for more information regarding materials. 
• Small, flat signs hanging perpendicular to the façade wall 
• Long flat signs under the lower cornice 
• A canvas awning with lettering on its front flap 
• Sandwich-style A-frame or T-style signs.  Signs in creative shapes that reflect 

the theme of the business are encouraged. 
• Window display 
• Painted or etched lettering on windows or doors 
• Small (approx. 6” x 18”), unlit projecting signs over doorways 

 
Sidewalk Sign Guidelines 
• Signs made of painted wood (MDO board or similar) or metal that presents a 

finished appearance.  Plywood, plastic or vinyl signs are discouraged, except for 
flush mounted adhesive lettering. 

• Menu board signs, with area for writing “specials of the day,” with part of the 
sign area used for permanent lettering identifying the business.  All permanent 
and temporary lettering and artwork should be professionally painted or applied. 

• Signs that contain foil, mirrors, or other reflective materials which could create 
hazards for motorists, bicyclists or pedestrians are not allowed.
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Combined or Divided Facades 
Large commercial buildings were originally designed as a single unified facade for one tenant, 
but today often contain a number of tenants who wish to differentiate their portion of the 
building. Sometimes this is accomplished by applying different paint colors, or with signs. 
More damaging alterations include removal of historic trim (such as the cornice) to replace it 
with contrasting trim, and cladding portions of the building. In the worst cases, a historic 
storefront is replaced with several different storefronts or the upper windows are replaced or 
infilled in a portion of the building. The effect of these changes is that long buildings, 
originally designed as a single unified facade, have been visually and physically divided into 
narrow stripes. 

Sometimes a single tenant occupies two or more historic storefronts, and wishes to combine 
these distinct buildings into one larger facade. This can be accomplished subtly with paint 
color and signage, but these buildings are very vulnerable to large scale modifications such as 
complete window replacement, trim removal and sometimes complete facade removal and 
reconstruction. The effect of these changes is that the scale and proportion of the historic 
buildings has been visually and physically combined into one large mass. 

The importance of the cornice, storefront, windows, and setback has already been discussed. 
These elements provide the horizontal lines and rhythms that "knit" a pedestrian oriented 
downtown together. Although the desire to assert individual ownership is understood, it 
cannot be at the expense of a coherent historic commercial district. Long facades shall not be 
modified in any way that would break the facade into unrelated elements. Small buildings 
that were not historically combined, shall not be combined into one large facade. 

Guidelines 
Differentiate businesses through the use of sensitive and appropriate signage, 
storefront displays, and color rather than facade alterations. 

Do not apply vertical elements to the facade, such as trim boards or columns, to 
divide the facade into segments. Do not combine buildings by adding trim that 
was never there historically. 

Do not remove the historic cornices, or any other historic elements that unfy the 
facade. 

Do not apply cladding (siding, panels, stucco, etc.) to the facade to divide or 
combine it. 

The goal is continuity. If continuous historic trim exists, it must remain. If such 
trim has been removed? restoration of these elements is encouraged. New work 
must move town)-d unification of divided facades. 

Continuity of color is encouraged, but not required. 

More flexibility is permitted at the street level than on upper levels to 
accommodate multiple businesses. 
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Rear Facade Development 
B e a u x  large parking areas are often locate( comercial building blocks. rear I behind 

. . I  facades are seen more often than they were En trle past. I n a t  were service entmnces off of 
alleys are nonr treated as second front dmrs. In downtown Northville, the rear hades and 
parking lots are becoming a second streetfront as businesses expand and reorient their 
entrances toward parking. 

Rear facades essentially create new ptrblic streetscapes where none previously existed, ancl as 
such will be reviewed for compatibility like other new commercial construction. Nen? rear 
facades should be a product of their times. They should not imitate other hisroric buildings. 
but should be compatible in ~naterial, texture, size, massing, and scale. 

Rear Facade Grdidelines 
Harmonize [he design with the casual atmosphere of the surrounding rear 
facades, alleys, and parking lots. Scaled down design (insread of grand design) is 
appropriate. 

Use marerials and derails in keeping with the commercial: setting. Residential 
materials and details such as cedar shakes, wolmanized lumber decks, and lattice 
gazebos are not appropriate conlmercial rypes. 

Trash cans and dumpsters should he hidden from view. 

* Signs and liglning should ke modest. secondary to the main signage, and focused 
on  the r a r  entry dmr. 

0 nltrt. witr-ficati~~ hnr -e i~rcippmp~~circ~ rcridi~nrlnf detoil rtnri r 
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