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Vernacular House for a
Graphic Designer

JOHNREESE
University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign

The client commissioned a modest personal residence to
accommodate avariety of domestic and professiond activi-
ties. The design was developed to provide visua and/or
auditory privacy withinaconservativebuildingprogramand
context.

Asagraphic designer and professor, he wanted the design
to reflect his aesthetic of structural minimalism; objects
should stimulateafield or aPLANE in away that focusesthe
viewer's attention. Too many objects risk over-stimulation.
Secondarily, he wanted vernacular el ementsdrawn from the
iconography of traditional Americanato beincorporatedinto
the design. This engaging duality informed the simplicity, il
character, and spatial relationship betweenthe houseand site. | ‘“HW | 0 \Hi

Thelot purchasedfor the housefrontsamodest residential \ , D f il ML H i
brick street with mature trees. Neighboring houses, fences, N AN AN AN \ NLAAL
and storage buildingscomprisebroken edgesand no particu- s
lar spatial order. Two structureson the adjacent comer lot
form aframed opening which isvisiblefrom the crossstreet
totheeast. Inresponsetothat framed opening, thehousesites
itself asan image within it. The house's location at the rear il
of the lot protectsit from the northern exposure.

The graphic design for the house creates a dialogue
between minimalist structure and contextual site lines. Ma-
terial elementsand spatial sequencing evoke an American
vernacular character. The planis single level with regular
structural bays exposed at floor planes and below ceiling
planes which zone the independent functions. In keeping
with the client's graphic design aesthetic, structure acts as
minimal objectswhich enliven without overstimulatingthe
field or GROUND PLANE. No spaces are completely
enclosed by asolidwall. Planesaof spaceextend beyond the
areadefined by the roof to incorporatethe garden landscape
and reinforce the neighborhood street edge. The space
created by the placement of these elementsis intended to
harmonizethe duality of activity and image, object andfield,
inside and outside, spirit and place. Their use is based on
economy, functionality, contextual sensitivity, "Clarity,
Smplicity, and Integrity.”
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The client once related that entry through the back door
of his hometown farmhouse was such fixed custom that the
front door literaly sealed itself shut from lack of use. In
response to that cultural memory, one enters the house by
walking alongthe east wooden wall toward therear of the | ot,
around to a rear courtyard of the house and through the
kitchen Load bearing walls pass beneath the roof and define
spaceswithinand beyond the perimeter of the ceiling planes.
Their minimal structural integrity of thewalls both stimulate
and literally support the graphic field. A 45-degree sloped
galvanized roof evokes a traditional barn-like character
inspired by the client's personal collection of traditiona
Americanaimages and satisfies the functional need for |oft
storage. Thecross-sectional silhouetteiscreasedat theeave
and returnsat the curtain wall. North and South scuppersare
treated as "barn-door" tracks of the same materia and
cantilever over entry points as overhead boundaries. North
skylights near the ridge beam admit light which is filtered
throughthewood framestructure planeaboveand aroundthe
undisturbed whiteceiling planesbelow. A load bearing pre-
cast concretewall supports continuouswood railsto be used
forthedisplay of worksin progressand imagesthe client has
framed. Open shelving for domestic activitiesare regul ated
on the opposite side. The resulting plan responds to the,
client's desireto havea" housewithinahouse' sothat he can
nest within the service functions.




