


Cultural Storytelling and Downtown

Friday, May 15 | 8:30am – 9:30am 

Speakers: 

Errin Welty, CEcD, EDFP, Senior Director of Downtown Development, WEDC, Madison, WI 

Ray Hill, Executive Director, Historic King Drive BID, Milwaukee, WI

Blake Opal-Wahoske, Executive Director, Marathon County Historical Society, Wausau, WI



Storytelling Strategy

- Curating subjects

o Instagram grid approach

o Annual calendar for tie-ins

o District, organization, past, present

- Capturing stories

o Take/collect photos when you get the story

o Consider recording stories, or hire an actor

o Use a hook, but don't be afraid of lengthy pieces



Storytelling Strategy

•Framing the Work

oWhy we focused on storytelling in Wausau

▪Downtown lacked a unified identity 

▪Existing narratives did not reflect the full community 

▪History was present, but not visible or accessible 

oCore idea:

 Storytelling as a tool for belonging and identity



Storytelling Strategy

•The Problems We Were Solving

oWho is represented in our downtown? 

oWho feels welcome in our spaces? 

oHow do we make history visible in everyday life? 

oHow do we connect residents to place?



Storytelling Strategy

•Our Objectives

oExpand representation in public-facing storytelling 

oBuild a stronger emotional connection to downtown 

oMake history accessible and relevant 

oCreate consistency across platforms and experiences



Storytelling Strategy

•Our Philosophy

oStart with people, not just places 

oRepresentation is not optional 

oVisibility creates legitimacy 

oStorytelling should be ongoing, not one-time



Storytelling Strategy

•Defining Success

oIncreased community engagement 

oBroader audience participation 

oStronger sense of belonging 

oDowntown identity shaped by its people



Storytelling Strategy

•Strategic Approach

oUse multiple formats (visual, events, digital) 

oKeep storytelling visible in public space 

oPartner with community voices 

oBalance celebration with honesty



Storytelling Strategy

•Key Takeaways (Philosophy)

oStorytelling is infrastructure, not programming 

oConsistency builds trust 

oRepresentation drives relevance 

oSmall interventions can shift identity



Storytelling Strategy

PRIDE & PROMISE 
•King Drive is not just a corridor, it’s a cultural spine 
of Milwaukee
•A place where history, entrepreneurship, and 
community identity intersect
•The story is not just about revitalization it’s about 
reclamation and intentional growth



Storytelling Strategy

Framing the Story
•King Drive is not just a corridor, it’s a cultural spine of 
Milwaukee
•A place where history, entrepreneurship, and community 
identity intersect
•The story is not just about revitalization it’s about reclamation 
and intentional growth



Storytelling Strategy

• Economic Connection not just 
transactional growth

• Intentional storytelling shaping 
perception and investment

• We Value People model impact 
over visibility



Placemaking Installations

- Resulting installations

o Locations

o Medium

o Installation Event

- Process & procedures

o Artist/Content Selection

o Property Owner Input

o Contract Elements – Reproduction, Maintenance, 

Ownership

o Duration/Maintenance



Placemaking Installations

•From Philosophy to Practice

oHow storytelling showed up physically in Wausau

▪Streetscape installations 

▪Events and activations 

▪Digital campaigns tied to place



Placemaking Installations

•Multicultural Banner Program
oSite + Execution

▪Installed throughout downtown corridors 
▪Designed for high visibility and daily interaction 
▪Integrated into existing infrastructure 

oLogistics:
▪Content selection 
▪Design + fabrication 
▪Installation coordination



Placemaking Installations

•Wausau Pride Event
oActivation of Space

▪Downtown as the event location 
▪Coordination with businesses and partners 
▪Temporary transformation of space 

oLogistics:
▪Permitting and safety 
▪Vendor and partner coordination 
▪Programming and flow



Placemaking Installations

•I Am Wausau Campaign
oFlexible, Place-Based Storytelling

▪Displayed across multiple locations 
▪Adaptable for print, digital, and installations 

oLogistics:
▪Participant recruitment 
▪Photography and content collection 
▪Distribution strategy



Placemaking Installations

•History Minute Series
oDigital Anchored to Physical Place

▪Focus on specific downtown locations 
▪Distributed online but tied to real spaces 

oLogistics:
▪Research and scripting 
▪Filming and editing 
▪Consistent publishing schedule



Placemaking Installations

•What Made These Projects Work

oVisibility in physical space 

oRepeatable formats 

oStrong partnerships 

oClear connection to place



Placemaking Installations

•Challenges & Lessons

oBalancing representation thoughtfully 

oNavigating public perception 

oMaintaining installations over time 

oScaling with limited resources



Placemaking Installations

•Practical Takeaways

oStart visible, not perfect 

oChoose formats you can sustain 

oAlign storytelling with physical space 

oDocument everything for reuse

•If storytelling shapes identity,

 placemaking makes it tangible



Placemaking Installations

Why It Matters
• These elements transform King Drive from a pass-through 

corridor into a destination
• They communicate investment, care, and intentionality 

without saying a word
• Streetscape design becomes storytelling shaping how 

residents, visitors, and investors experience the corridor



Placemaking Installations



Placemaking Installations

•The “Dream Orange” tone is vibrant and unapologetic on 
purpose symbolizing energy, optimism, and forward movement

•Furniture includes benches, planters, bike racks, and 
pedestrian amenities designed for both function and visibility 



Key Takeaways

- Engage represented groups early and often.

- Placemaking is the public-facing aspect of cultural storytelling, but just the tip of the iceberg for 

building community.



Inspiration

- Love Wisconsin Project

- Human Powered

- Storyville Social



Contact Information:

Raynetta Hill, Executive Director

Ray@historickingdrive.com

Historickingdrive.com

Blake Opal-Wahoske, Executive Director

Blake@marathoncountyhistory.org

Marathoncountyhistory.org
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