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abstract
"Architecture" used to be a word that made me think of
bricks and buildings. I have recently encountered many
terms that relate to architecture that do not have anything
to do with the conventional built environment. Words like
"addict," "squatter," "demolition," and "immigration" all
relate to architecture because of the social implications that
architects must be conscious of to accomplish good design.
"Beauty is the rudiment of human dignity."
-Michael Lehrer
principal architect of Lehrer Architects

Specifically, I would like to define the term "home." I feel
like home is a word that is simply accepted by most people
including myself, yet there are many meanings that are
overlooked. As an architecture student I have been taught
about every aspect of how a home is constructed, yet the
term itself has never been very clear. I want to state my initial
ideas of home and how they change through my semester
at the Virginia Ball Center for Creative Inquiry with Virginia
Ball fellow, Wes Janz. Through our study of people, places,
and material, I would like to focus on how my own personal
definition of home differs from those we come in contact with
as a result of the seminar.

In spring 2007 I participated in a seminar with 12 other students
focused on the idea of leftover people, places, and materials
at the Virginia Bal! Center for Creative Inquiry. The seminar
gave me a unique opportunity to better understand the
consequences of my actions and also the greater implications
of my eventual career as an Architect. Through studying in
different locations throughout Indiana, Michigan, California,
and Mexico, the class was able to gain more insight in the
larger problems faced throughout the country. We also
met many unique people during the course of our seminar,
who made an impact on our way of approaching and
understanding our topic. The final product of the class is an
exhibit at the Dean Johnson Gallery in downtown Indianapolis.
Each member of the class contributed to the whole from an
individual perspective. The idea of home resonated strongly
throughout my experiences during the semester. I saw those
without homes, those who created their own homes, and
those who transcended this spectrum throughout their lives.
The seminar helped me to question my own lifestyle in relation
to leftovers-things cast off by society. Through this experience
I have begun to realize the connection between myself and
society as a whole. Much can be learned from other people
and this is illustrated by what I have gained over the past few
months.
one life. one world. one small project. one big difference.

one small project

virginia ball center for creative inquiry

spring 2007
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prologue
"The definitions we believe most come from our own
experiences. "

-Hugh Timlin
curator of the Contemporary Art Instltute of Detroit Gallery

Before the seminar my idea of home came from my own
experiences. A home is an object that my parents have
taught me to hold sacred. Both my mother and father
commented to me separately they feel a sense of pride
when the pull into our driveway. My parents considered our
home to be a safe place to belong, where others are treated
with respect. I have lived in two homes during my lifetime.
Fortunately, I have never had to worry about lacking a roof
over my head. I have never taken my home for granted, but
I have failed to understand other people's definition of home
is equally valid to my own. My father was raised in a large
family. A small bungalow in Cicero, IL was their home. Many
of his eight brothers and sisters value their privacy and space
due to the cramped living conditions of their childhoods. A
few of my family members have struggled over the years with
drug abuse and homelessness. Home can be of no value
when a person is lacking in other areas of life. Through my
work in the seminar I have been seeking understanding
lives like theirs. A home is not a priority in everyone's life. I
would like to understand those who consider a home to be a
luxury, a burden, or an extravagance. I want to see from the
perspective of a leftover person with attitudes different from
my own. Their fears, their daily lives, and their happiness have
been a focus for my thesis. The process of this discovery is
documented throughout this experience. Looking through a
different lens has helped me grasp the larger implications of
home and the value this idea holds in my mind.

As we moved into the mansion, the class decided that
cleaning the attic, our workspace, was a necessity. Two of
my classmates and I took on the challenge to transform the
crowded attic full of discarded material and boxes into a
space conducive for learning and discussion. The duration
of the cleanup process was a weekend. The initial step was
to sort through the large amount of materials that were left
behind from previous seminars. Creatively utilizing the leftover
materials in the attic was an integral part of the redesign. We
organized the existing furniture to create an area for relaxation
with a mattress for seating, an area with couches for discussion,
and working areas equipped with drafting desks. We created
a home for ourselves in the attic space by defining separate
areas for different types of work/interaction. A bit of personality
was added with images and lights, giving the space a more
playful quality. The reorganization and cleanup was a good
exercise in team work and compromise. The end result was
the perfect space for our seminar to exchange ideas and
learn from one another through the course of the semester.

attic cleanup

kitselman mansion

built platform

kitselman mansion

During the seminar at the Virginia Ball Center, my class is
discovering creative solutions for leftover spaces. Class is
conducted in the Kitselman Mansion, a home that has been
converted into office/class spaces for students and faculty.
The mansion is full of small spaces, which due to this conversion
have remained unused. The objective was to design a small
work/relaxation space within the walls of the mansion that
does not interfere with the function of adjacent spaces. The
space I choose is located in the bathtub located in an underutilized bathroom. I created a desk that braced across the
tub and could be stored while not in use. The desk integrated
both a candle and wine glass holder for the user's enjoyment.
Through my process, I tried to resourcefully incorporate not
only the tub itself, but also found materials to add to the
comfort of my design. The end result was a space that was
perfect for relaxation, reading, and checking email.

Upon our arrival into Flint, Michigan, we had the opportunity
to see two house demolitions courtesy of the Genesee County
Land Bank. As an architecture student this was a unique
opportunity to experience the building process in reverse. I
have learned how a foundation is dug, how a wall is framed,
and how vinyl siding is applied. I had never, however, seen
these things be reduced to a pile of materials and scraps.
In preparation for demolition we were allowed to investigate
these homes, which were burnt and abandoned. We took
photos, collected the street numbers, wrote our thoughts,
and spoke to neighbors. Flint has approximately five houses
torn down every day. There is no end in sight. The bottom
has not been found. This was somber to see, a problem I was
unaware of four weeks earlier. I never realized what General
Motors meant to Michigan. Outsourcing is something most
towns have not experienced as profoundly as Flint. I began
seeing these houses as symbols of families that were changed,
reduced, and discarded. All that was left was a shell, once
beautiful, but now broken beyond recognition. The process
took less than a half-hour. The large machines tore through
the house, yet they did such a careful job so as not to destroy
the neighboring houses. It was final. The house, which used
to stand tall and strong, was strewn about the ground. Soon
many of the other houses in this area will receive the same fate.
The land is being cleared and banked for future development.
Whether this land will ever be utilized remains unclear.

michigan field study

february 2-6

house demo - 228 taylor street

"You are Flint"
"Flint is clean bitch!"
"Human sacrifices needed. Inquire within."
-typography found in Flint

"Growth is all people consider when they think of a city
changing."
"How do we manage change?"
-Bob Beckley
planning consultant to the Genesee County Land Bank

"We constantly raise the standards on what it is to be poor."
"Poverty is residual -- leftover"
"1/3 live at or below $2 a day"
-Poorest of the Poor Conference

"Cultivate shrinkage. Demolish emptiness. Accelerate
standstill. Destroy the image. Move Detroit"
"Schrumpfende Stddte -- Shrinking Cities"
-Philipp Oswalt
Author of Shrinking Cities

"Flint isn't qillost -- there is a lot of hope."
-Steve Jessmore
writer at The Flint Journal

michigan field study

shrinking cities - detroit + flint

At the midpoint of the semester we traveled to Los Angeles,
California to continue studying leftover spaces, people, and
materials. We stayed in Santa Monica, which had a large
homeless population. We encountered them everywhere we
went. These encounters were interesting for us because we
were becoming comfortable talking to homeless people and
listening to what they had to say. We began giving them our
leftovers aswe left restaurants, which is something I have always
wanted to do, but previously felt uneasy. Our trip required
us to be flexible because we were seeing many things that
did not necessarily correlate. We went to the Disney Concert
Hall, a multi-million dollar building in the heart of the city. Then
in contrast, we drove the van a few miles into skid row, an We also traveled into Mexico and the desert. Seeing the border
area set up by the government to segregate undesirables made me begin to realize how much people immigrating
from the rest of L.A. This experience was eye opening for me. struggle. The desperation for a better life can lead to treks
I have been taught to avoid eye contact and to ignore the through the desert in unimaginable heat. Wes read a selection
urban homeless or people begging on city streets. When we from a book entitled The Devil's Highway. The reading
walked through skid row, we were completely surrounded detailed the process the human body experiences during
by drug use and public indecency. I felt uncomfortable, like heat death. We listened to this description, which ended 386
I was being a voyeur into someone's misery. An architect people's journey across the desert. The trip showed me how
showed us his work in the area. He designed a drop-in center much I take for granted. These experiences affect me, but it
and a community living room. As he was explaining his work, is more difficult to incite change in my own life. Experiences
we were stepping over people slumped on the ground under like walking through skid row have made it difficult for me to
a trellis meant to celebrate light flowing onto their sleeping justify the $4 cup of coffee that I bought a few hours later. I
faces. This made me angry because I felt more could have feel guilt as a result of this experience. I need to realize how
been done. Architecture was not the solution.
my life fits into the larger system by questioning my actions.

california/mexico field study

february 18-24

a trip of contrasts

statement
Cut and plugged (CP) is a term used to describe the act of
disconnecting a home's utilities in preparation for demolition.
During our class exploration of Flint's desolate landscape, we
came across this term very frequently. It was sloppily written
on the worn vinyl siding that once encased a home full of
occupants and vibrancy. Now the house was slated to be
torn down and reduced to nothing more than a pile of scraps.
These scraps were now rendered without any use-leftovers of
this place where everyone wanted out. Scraps, pieces, and
piles were all formerly part of a home, part of a bigger idea.
The idea was one of shelter, warmth, and security, but now
the idea has been reduced to the materials that composed
it. By stitching the pieces and experiences back together,
these scraps can once again create a composition, if only to
document their destruction.
The gallery opening was a good experience . I feel that my
classmates and I gained insight from the visitors of the Dean
Johnson Gallery. We realized many people struggle with the
issues we have covered during our time at the Virginia Ball
Center. The response to our work was refreshing and renewed
my hope that people are willing to listen if you have something
important to share. I believe we achieved our goal of drawing
attention to leftover people, material, and spaces.

gallery installation

april 6, 2007

dean johnson gallery-mass ave

During the seminar we were required to volunteer four times
for the same organization. Early in the semester, we visited
Partners in Housing, a not-for-proflt organization that provides
supportive housing in the Indianapolis area. We learned
about the reasons that most people face homelessness.
Many homeless populations are affected by mental illness,
physical or developmental handicaps, AIDS/HIV+, and drug
or alcohol abuse. Supportive housing provides services
to aid the residents in daily life. After the presentation we
met Ms. Dorothy, the president of the resident's council.
Throughout her life she has struggled with being homeless
and under-housed. At the end of the meeting, A.J . Smith,
an associate with Partners in Housing, offered a challenge to
those who were interested. The challenge was to redesign
the community space, which presently is painted dark colors
with very little furniture. Four other students and I decided to
help brainstorm with the residents to improve the community
space. Through the process we became better acquainted
with the residents. On the adjacent page I included my
concept for the space. The concept included a mural on
the wall to add interest. I also thought an area for storage
would be a good idea because many different activities
occur in the space throughout the week. On our third visit we
quilted with a few of the women residents. They shared their
techniques and patterns with us. The quilting session helped
me tremendously with my final project.

volunteer design work

colonial park

Our final group assignment was to conduct a public discussion
about a topic of our choosing. My group wanted to look
closer at the growing Hispanic population of Indianapolis.
This has been an opportunity to go into the Indianapolis
community and meet influential Hispanic leaders. We met a
woman named Veronica Guerrero, a local business owner,
who helped get us into contact with many important figures
from her community. The discussion was informal and lasted
during the work day in University Park, located in downtown
Indianapolis. The discussion was paired with an installation
of suitcases that included tags with personal stories of how
immigrants arrived in Indianapolis.

inmigracion en indianapolis
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an informal discussion in downtown indianapolis

epilogue
"I wish there is no answer in the end."
-Ana De Brea
assistant professor of architecture at Boll State University

I think the participants of the seminar embraced the fact that
our seminar resulted in no conclusion being found. Answers
are not the important thing. Sometimes you must continue to
pose variations of the same question to many different people
of varying backgrounds. The questions we have asked will
continue to drive our progress as concerned individuals.
"Design like you give a damn."
-Cameron Sinclair
founder of Architecture for Humanity

I have begun to think more critically over the last semester. I
used to listen to figures of authority and merely regard their
words as fact. Through my seminar, I gained the confidence
to at times reject what was being told to me. This newfound
criticality has benefited me not only as a designer, but as a
educated person. At a recent lecture, Cameron Sinclair's
words really impacted my thinking and my future. He spoke
to a group of young architecture students and his words
resonated deeply with those who listened.

He said that none of us were going to be the next Zaha
Hadid or Frank Lloyd Wright, but instead we could design for
the displaced and leftover people of the world. This is how
we could make a difference. Architecture should be used
to benefit the living conditions of those who need it most
desperately. Cameron's message was inspiring, but I was also
surprised that no one had spoken to me like this before.
Architecture first and foremost is about people. I believe
that is the most important lesson that I have learned from
the seminar. People need to discover their place in the
world, a group to belong in, or a home they must create
for themselves. Everyone at times can feel lost or without a
home. In fact many times during college I have felt strangely
between homes or displaced. Discovering my passion and
meeting those who share these beliefs has helped me to gain
an awareness of where I belong. Through learning about
home I have discovered how small that term is in relation
to its numerous meanings. A home can mean the world to
someone who has been without one. Yet, some people see
homes as unnecessary objects. Homes come in many forms.
As we traveled through the vast desert of Niland, California
we met a eccentric man named Leonard Knight who created
Salvation Mountain, a large structure made of straw. He made
a colorful tree of found materials and museums full of trophies
and momentos. Mr. Knight created his folk art to share God's
love with whomever happened upon his self-built home.

Acceptance of others and their differences has been another
lesson I have learned in relation to home. As I have stated
earlier, my parents taught me my own home was a place to
feel accepted and respected, but I have learned this idea must
extend farther. Thresholds must be crossed and barriers must
be broken in order to fully experience the human condition .
One must learn how to feel the conditions of another person's
life. Empathizing is a difficult task until you realize that people
are not that dissimilar from one another.
I will never look at a home the same way again. I have met
people without homes, architects, self builders, those who
have immigrated to their present home, and those like myself.
I have gained an awareness of why my home is important to
me . My parents struggled to save money to move into our
first home. Looking forward I would like to be a homeowner
eventually, but first I must better discover the impact and
larger implications of how to create a home for myself. A
home in a sense is more than a place to live. It is your way of
life . As graduation approaches I have discovered that you
cannot plan every move of your life in advance. I am leaving
every home I have ever known so I can further my learning in
architecture. I am starting my career in a few weeks and I am
attending graduate school in the near future. I am moving on
in my life, but home will always be place I can come back to
or to create somewhere else.
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