
Ann Arbor Street Exhibits Program:   
Project Summary 

The Ann Arbor Downtown Historical Street Exhibit Program represents a unique 
planning tool. The city’s history is captured in sixteen permanent street exhibits that 
celebrate the richness and diversity of downtown neighborhoods. Located throughout the 
city center, the historic street exhibits serve both as an interactive educational experience 
and as a walking tour of historic downtown Ann Arbor. The idea of the program began at 
the grass roots level and was developed by local residents. The Downtown Street Exhibit 
Program takes local history out of the library and puts it on city sidewalks. 

The unique design concept emerged from a design charrette. Over twenty local 
design professionals—planners, architects, landscape architects and graphic designers—
participated in an intense brainstorming session, and developed a creative solution to the 
problem of representing local history in a public setting. Through transparent frames, 
strategically placed throughout the city’s streetscape, images of the past are superimposed 
on present surroundings. The basic frame is two layers of tempered glass with a plastic 
photograph layer sandwiched in between; the construction is identical to that of a 
windshield on an automobile. 

The exhibits appeal to all ages. They are designed in coordination with the city’s 
public school system to integrate the downtown walking tour into the curriculum. As 
described by local historian Michael Ettema, “We had this idea called guerrilla history... 
What if you were just walking down the street and you…sat down on a bench, and next 
to you there was a historical photograph of that site. Or what if you went to mail a letter 
and you opened the mailbox and there was historical information about the post office. 
The idea is that history will jump out at you.”  

The Downtown Historical Street Exhibit Program is also a celebration of the history 
and life of downtown Ann Arbor. It is truly a unique method for involving residents in 
the appreciation of their community and its history. Its planning, involving hundreds of 
volunteers, has oriented local residents to recognizing how a city changes over time, as 
well as to how those patterns of influence the city’s fabric. It reinforces our awareness of 
the need to plan for the future in a way that respects its past. 

 
Criteria 

Originality/Innovation:  The Ann Arbor Historical Street Exhibit Program is an 
excellent example of historic preservation used as a planning tool. By bringing local 
history out of the library and onto the sidewalk, residents can directly see the impact of 
change over time in their city’s streetscape. To our knowledge, there is no other project 
like this anywhere in the country. Its breadth and scope, with exhibits at sixteen sites 
throughout the central city, allows the project to reveal itself over time and encourages 



involvement in many venues. 

Transferability: The design of this project is easily transferable to other 
communities. Since its installation, interest has been great, and information has been 
shared with representatives from other cities who desire doing something similar. 

In addition, a professionally produced 8-minute video, funded by design 
professionals, will be used to disseminate information on the project. A copy of this video 
has been included with this submission. 

Quality: An initial goal of the Street Exhibit Program committee was to ensure top 
quality construction for all of its three basic elements. The transparent glass frames are 
made of two layers of tempered glass with a plastic photo layer sandwiched between, 
similar to the construction of an automobile windshield, with the same durability, and are 
supported by heavy stainless steel posts. Cast metal artifacts are constructed of heavy 
bronze. Porcelain enamel wall panels were tested for long-term durability in outside 
locations. Each of these elements are as vandal-proof as possible. 

 

Installation of an exhibit panel 

Comprehensiveness: The information on Ann Arbor presented collectively at the 
seventeen exhibit locations represents a comprehensive overview of the history of the 
city. It includes topics as varied as the impact of the University of Michigan, the early 
businesses, and the role of the German immigrant community. 



The scope of the Program itself is also quite comprehensive. The exhibits are the 
most obvious expression of the information, and involve both local residents and visitors. 
However, the Street Exhibit Program also includes ties with the city’s public school 
system curriculum, an Internet web site describing each of the exhibits and background 
on the project’s creation, a walking tour of the city, and the video described earlier. 

Public Participation: This has truly been a project with tremendous public support 
and participation. This is best expressed simply by listing the committees and the number 
of volunteers involved on each: 

Advisory Board: 33 members 
Professionals Design Charrette: 23 members 
Exhibit Design Team: 4 members 
Historians: 12 members 
Editors: 6 members 
Fund-raising and Celebration Committee: 21 members 

In addition, at this point in time the project has included over 300 individual or 
organizational financial donors and 17 community sponsors. 

Role of designers: A primary role of architects, planners, landscape architects, and 
graphic designers in this project was as members of the Professionals Design Charrette, a 
group that proposed the initial concept for the project’s design in the city’s streetscape. 
Professionals have also reviewed the project in their roles on various city and county 
agencies. Design professionals also played a key role in development of the project 
video. 

 

Professionals Design Charrette in progress 



Effectiveness/Results: The idea of a street exhibits project was originally conceived 
in the late 1980s. Its evolution over time has allowed many sectors of the community to 
find a role in its development, and it has surely been an inclusive community effort. 

The project has had significant positive impact on both the city of Ann Arbor and its 
visitors. Because of its inclusiveness, it has received unanimous approval and support 
from all segments of the community, including local government, schools, local 
historians, residents and visitors. 

Education: The Historical Street Exhibit Program is being adopted by the Ann Arbor 
Public Schools as an element of its third-grade curriculum on Local History. Teachers at 
all grade levels will be encouraged both to take walking tours of the exhibits with their 
students, as well as utilize the web site for information on the city’s history and planning. 

 

Students touring the exhibits with guide 

Collaboration: The primary sponsor of the Street Exhibit Program is the city’s 
Historic District Commission. Other local agencies actively involved in its development 
include the City of Ann Arbor; Ann Arbor Area Community Foundation; Ann Arbor 
Historical Foundation; Ann Arbor News; Bentley Historical Library of the University of 
Michigan; Ann Arbor Downtown Development Authority; Citizens Advisory Council for 
the D.D.A.; Huron Valley Chapter, American Institute of Architects; Kerrytown Historic 
Market District; Main Street Area Association; Michigan Humanities Council; South 
University Area Association; State Street Area Association; Washtenaw County; 
Washtenaw County Historic District Commission; and the Washtenaw County Historical 
Society. 



Funding: Substantial initial funding was given by the Michigan Council for the 
Humanities. Additional major support has been provided by the Ann Arbor Downtown 
Development Authority and Pfizer, Inc., a major local corporation. Other funding has 
been targeted toward individual exhibit sites, and sponsors came forward for each of the 
sixteen sites. Overall, the projects fund-raising committee was successful in encouraging 
a broad spectrum of hundreds of donors for all elements of the project. 

Community Acceptance/Support: As indicated earlier, the project has been fully 
supported by the Ann Arbor community. Although its development has taken place over 
more than a decade, it has been a satisfying experience for virtually everyone involved, 
and the project’s coordinator, Chairman of the D.D.A.’s Citizens Advisory Council, is to 
be commended for his dedication to encouraging full public participation. 

 

Brochure from celebration of opening of exhibits 


