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AN URBANISM OF LOOSE ASSOCIATION
The project  for  the Art ists ’ Core inf i l l  housing demands l ight  touch and 
urban f inesse. Because of  the strong sense of  community animat ing the 
neighborhood, the proposed intervent ion aspires to careful ly relate to the 
exist ing context  and i ts archi tectural  t radi t ions,  whi le at  the same t ime 
providing a compat ib le v is ion of  i ts  possible near future.

Inspired by the l ively urban col lage vis ions of  Romare Bearden (and to 
be qui te f rank,  a lso by the intel lectual  acrobat ics of  Col in Rowe’s Col lage 
City) ,  we propose an urban assembly compat ib le wi th a loose grouping of 
INDIVIDUALS who might nonetheless be bent on the creat ion of  a more 
perfect  community.

In that  sense, as our proposed detached single-fami ly uni ts s i t  on the s i te, 
they do not qui te al ign,  e i ther wi th each other or wi th the exist ing context , 
and yet deviat ions seem minimal.  Consider ing i t  careful ly we come to 
real ize that  they actual ly contr ibute to the “place-making” of  the shared 
outdoor space, def in ing i t  into relat ively discrete “green rooms” and al lowing 
i t  to pulsate wi th exper ient ia l  expansion and contract ion.  This dynamic 
element is essent ia l ly  new to an otherwise perfect ly orthogonal ly arranged 
neighborhood, compel l ing us to invest igate and inhabi t  the space between the 
houses whi le not unreasonably disrupt ing the fami l iar  qual i t ies of  the exist ing 
context  on which i ts l ivabi l i ty  depends. I f  we can be successful ,  bui ld ing up 
on those qual i t ies wi th imaginat ive new approaches, i t  wi l l  help at t ract  more 
people back to l ive in the c i ty.

HOPING FOR THE BEST AND.. .
. . .prepar ing for the worst ,  our proposal  does not automat ical ly assume the 
grant ing of  a setback easement on Sher idan Avenue North,  and consequent ly 
proposes the inclusion of  only f ive indiv idual  s ingle-fami ly uni ts which would 
leave suff ic ient  space within exist ing setbacks for an array of  shared common 
spaces. I f  an easement were to become a happy real i ty,  the project  could 
easi ly be expanded to s ix uni ts.

Each proposed uni t  is  1,450 sf  wi th 2.5 levels.  The footpr int  is  20 feet by 
30 feet total ing 600 sf  in the f i rst  and second f loors and 250 sf  on the at t ic 
mezzanine. This upper area serves as a f lexible space possibly becoming 
an extra bedroom, a paint ing studio,  a home off ice,  or  a media or playroom. 
The f i rst  and second f loor are organized simi lar ly,  wi th one bedroom, one 
bathroom and one dayt ime space: the dining room and ki tchen on the f i rst 

and the l iv ing room on the second. Such an arrangement al lows an organic 
inhabi tat ion of  the ent i re house, which is not strat i f ied in hor izontal  layers of 
use (dayt ime on f i rst  f loor and nightt ime on second f loor,  for  example),  but 
rather al lows i tsel f  to be l ived- in total ly and ful ly on every level .

The hope is,  of  course, a basic tenet of  good design in archi tecture:  that 
enr iched archi tectural  space translates into enr iched l ives,  or,  put  d i fferent ly, 
that  an art iculate and meaningful  assembly of  rooms propi t iates s imi lar ly 
profound relat ionships between people.

The inclusion of  the l iv ing room on the second f loor proposes the advantages 
of  bet ter v iews, and more abundant natural  l ight  and vent i lat ion,  whi le 
inclusion of  one of  the bedrooms on the ground f loor secures the eventual 
universal  accessibi l i ty  to physical ly handicapped members of  a fami ly. 
The basic equivalence between the f i rst  and second f loors also permits a 
f lexibi l i ty  of  choice,  wi th some fami l ies preferr ing to spend most t ime on the 
f i rst  f loor whi le others perhaps favor ing the second.

Al l  rooms are l inked through an “X” shaped stair  that  connects the levels 
so that bedrooms have 8’-0” high cei l ings,  whi le the dining room cei l ing is 
10’-8” high and the cei l ing of  the l iv ing room slopes from 6’-4” to 20’-2”.  The 
“X” shape of  the stair   grants a diagonal  exper ience of  entry to every room, 

dramat iz ing the beauty of  the cubical  inter iors wi th consequent ia l  converging 
perspect ives,  an archi tectural  luxury that  costs nothing. 

SIMPLE CONSTRUCTION
To ensure a low cost per square foot of  between $110 and $120, the house 
is constructed with s imple,  commonly avai lable mater ia ls whi le pursuing an 
economy of  scale propi t iated by the fact  that  a l l  uni ts are ident ical .  Whi le 
they are al l  equal ly la id out,  some of  them are mirrored, a device we cal l 
“pal indromic” planning, which provides var iety of  exper ience whi le preserving 
repet i t iveness of  construct ion.

The inter iors are f in ished in painted sheetrock,  f loors are engineered wood 
and stair  ra i ls  are a painted standard steel  mesh. Molding, t r imming or any 
other form of appl ied ornamentat ion that would unnecessar i ly  increase the 
cost of  the f in ishes should be largely absent.

The exter ior  wal ls wi l l  be 20” th ick to accommodate the insulat ion value 
required by the sustainable design proposed (please see below sustainabi l i ty 
concept descr ipt ion).  Such insulat ion wi l l  be cel lu lose-based for good 
environmental  protect ion qual i t ies of  i ts  manufactur ing process. Likewise, the 
envis ioned bal loon-frame structure constructed with douglas f i r  d imensional 
lumber,  the exter ior  f in ish in cedar s id ing and the roof as standing seam pre-

painted anodized aluminum cert i f ied 
recycled,  ensure the use of  only 
renewable mater ia ls.

GREEN ROOMS
The houses loosely al ign to def ine a 
recognizable urban edge for Plymouth 
Avenue North and Sher idan Avenue 
North.  To emphasize the shared 
importance of  that  edge, the wal ls in 
quest ion are f in ished in s imple c lear 
tongue-and-groove vert ical  cedar 
s id ing, probably 4 or 5 inches wide.

The exter ior  wal ls facing away from 
the streets and into the descr ibed 
“green rooms” are faced with a c lear 
cedar t re l l is  super imposed over an 
open cavi ty 3 1/2” deep ( the width of 
a 2x4 piece of  lumber) and at tached 
on a nai lable rain-screen membrane 
painted red. As vines grow dur ing 
summer,  their  leaves wi l l  throw shade 
on the house’s wal ls,  protect ing them 
from excessive radiat ion.  Dur ing 
winter,  the v ines wi l l  h ibernate and 
al low the sun to hi t  the wal ls and warm 
the house. Due to the s impl ic i ty of 
th is system and the nobi l i ty  of  these 
inexpensive mater ia ls ( the t re l l is 
referred to is t rue cedar and avai lable 
at  Home Depot) ,  th is scheme should 
be able to be inexpensively real ized 
and easi ly maintained over many years.

Dur ing summer,  these wal ls wi l l  be noted by the sensuous deep contrast 
between shiny dark green ivy leaves and red color of  the wal ls,  a v io lent ly 
complementary pair  and consequent ly a f i t t ing celebrat ion of  the mat ing 
season. Dur ing winter,  because the wal ls of  each house present a unique set 
of  angles to the sun, the shi f t ing shadows of  the t re l l is  wi l l  throw recognizable 
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SIMPLE SUSTAINABLE YET AFFORDABLE:

Unit  area: 1450 sf
Construct ion cost per sf :  $110 -  $120/sf
Uni t  cost :  $159,500 – 174,000
Size of  uni ts could be sl ight ly reduced to accommodate budget.
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and changing patterns on the red wal ls behind. Consider ing th is or that  house, v is i tors 
might have di ff icul ty recogniz ing the var ied patterns,  but for  people that  l ive there,  the 
unique spir i t  of  t re l l is  shadows on their  own house might be as recognizable as the br ief 
smi les somet imes crossing the faces of  people they love.

PASSIVE HOUSE SUSTAINABILITY
As envis ioned at  the moment,  the proposed sustainabi l i ty  concept al lows the project 
to meet Si lver level  MN GreenStar requirements,  whi le also potent ia l ly  p lacing i t  in 
the range of  Gold.  However,  due to t ight  budget concerns,  Si lver is perhaps a more 
reasonable possibi l i ty.  I f  fur ther economizing is necessary,  Bronze level  could be the 
logical  a l ternat ive for  balancing sustainable performance and low cost.

The proposed project  contemplates the use of  “Passive House” standards,  in order to 
achieve an ul t ra- low energy bui ld ing that requires l i t t le energy for heat ing and cool ing. 
The main components of  the proposed system:
1) Passive solar design is achieved by the inclusion of  south-facing windows to capture 
solar radiat ion in the winter.
2) Super- insulat ion needed to avoid heat t ransfer through wal ls wi th a target performance 
of  0.10 to 0.15 U-value and care to avoid cold br idging. For Minneapol is 
weather we have calculated the need for 20” th ick wal ls.
3) High-performance windows are outf i t ted wi th argon-f i l led double or t r ip le 
glass and proven to be absolutely leak-free. Due to budget constraints on our 
project ,  these might be one of  the i tems where a compromise might have to be 
struck between performance and cost.  Di fferent opt ions should be analyzed and 
considered dur ing the development phase.
4) Overal l  a i r - t ightness is essent ia l .  Vapor and air  barr iers should be used 
throughout and part icular at tent ion paid to jo int  design and execut ion.  The more 
considered and careful  at tent ion given to the former,  the more inexpensive the 
lat ter  could be.
5) Mechanical  vent i lat ion is needed most ly dur ing winter because of  the air-
t ightness required to prevent loss of  energy.  Dur ing summer windows can be 
opened (given this is Minneapol is,  they wi l l  have to be outf i t ted wi th good 
mosqui to screens).  The system should have a capaci ty to perform 0.4 air 
exchanges per hour.  Addi t ional  desirable aspects to the system could be a 
heat-recovery system that passes energy between incoming and outgoing air, 
avoiding energy waste,  and a possible earth-duct system to take advantage of 
the nearby soi l ’s  thermal inert ia.  These features wi l l  a lso have to be considered 
in the context  of  cost  of  construct ion and eventual  project  value-engineer ing.
6) Space-heat ing,  is  an essent ia l  feature of  the vent i lat ion system. Due to the 
excel lent  insulat ion and air- t ighness performance of  the enclosure,  the ent i re 
house can be heated by a smal l  heat pump, by direct  solar energy or by a 
natural  gas or oi l  burner.  The size requirements should be minimal.

Al l  of  th is wi l l  be in the end a factor of  the avai lable budget.  In the worst  case scenar io a 
more convent ional  ( less sustainable) system could be considered, but the savings in the 
short  term wi l l  tend to become increases in the operat ional  and maintenance cost,  wi thout 
ment ioning the costs to the environment.  With educat ion and outreach in the Parade of 
Homes, to the community and future homeowners,  a balanced yet enl ightened economic 
posi t ion for  sustainable bui ld ing can be encouraged for those seeking more value and 
easier long-term maintenance in th is t ime of  economic recession and environmental 
real i t ies.

Given that the project  has the potent ia l  to also become an exemplary exper ience and 
point  of  reference for future urban developments in the Twin Ci t ies and elsewhere, 
the importance of  these considerat ions can hardly be underest imated. I t  is  a common 
occurrence in archi tecture that  aspir ing projects such as th is one aiming to improve l i fe 
for  a l l  have a way to inspire people,  gather momentum in the community and encourage 
commitment to long- last ing value and standard of  l iv ing that wi l l  u l t imately pay for 
i tsel f .  I t  wi l l  be an opportuni ty for  future denizens to envis ion a “real  connectedness” in 
the s imple and bui ldable yet  spat ia l ly  r ich exper ience of  l iv ing in the ARTISTS’ CORE 
COLLAGE.
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