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NARRATIVE
 Frogtown is a neighborhood of approximately 10,000 people in a 
1.5 square mile area near the Minnesota State Capitol. The vast majority 
of its housing is turn-of-the-century housing stock. This is fortunate for 
the residents of Frogtown - past and present - as it has remained mostly 
intact and sturdy. The fate of the neighborhood is very similar to many of 
America’s historical urban neighborhoods. It has floundered in obscurity 
yet managed to mostly stay above the fray of decline. There are, however, 
certain blocks that residents will strongly advise against wandering in to. 
For this reason it has acquired a poor reputation among outsiders. A low 
amount of visitation contributes to a stagnated and insular urban econo-
my.

 University Avenue is the primary commercial center of Frogtown. It 
dilineates the neighborhood’s southern boundary and it is dreadfully bleak 

for such an important street. There are 
many ethnic restaurants and shops that 
would surely attract more customers if 
the streetscape were not so inhospita-
ble. By the time University Avenue ar-
rives from Minneapolis in the west it 
has morphed from a campus street to a 
virtual thoroughfare. The avenue is 120 
feet wide with barely any sidewalks to 
speak of, such as this scene on Univer-
sity and Western Avenue. Cars speed 
across Frogtown with impunity and are 
hardly slowed down to be reminded 
that they are passing through a neigh-
borhood.

 There exists a paradox of inter-relatedness between the residential 
portion of Frogtown and the commercial strip that serves it. The neigh-
borhood is mostly doing fine. It serves a function of residency and it 
does it well.  A diverse population of people have found suitable homes 
in Frogtown and they are wary of change. University Avenue, however, 
is highly adverse to the prosperity, safety and vibrancy of Frogtown. It 
hovers dangerously low in density and vibrancy and threatens to cross the 
threshold of blightedness that can quickly spread and wreak havoc on an 
urban neighborhood.

 Frogtown, University Avenue in particular, needs to proactively 
densify. This is especially pertinent with the impending construction of 
the Central Corridor Light Rail line that will connect the downtowns of  
Minneapolis and St. Paul via University Avenue. Frogtown risks becom-
ing an even more overlooked thoroughfare if an attractive vibrancy is 
not created. Density is the neighborhood’s key to creating vibrancy. Even 
more, diversity of density is essential. For these reasons I have proposed 
creating a first element that will define Frogtown and establish environ-
mental motifs for the neighborhood.   The larger goal is to build a unique 
and intoxicating ethos that will advance the welfare of the entire neigh-
borhood rather than disenfranchising existing residents.
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VISION

 Frogtown should strive to become a neighborhood with a spirit that 
is uniquely its own.  I envision an experience created by the architecture 
of Frogtown that makes one feel as if he has stumbled upon a well-con-
cealed secret world. The residents of the neighborhood should certainly 
be the first priority when making planning decisions, but the atmosphere 
of buzzing vitality that should be fostered can most certainly attract out-
side visitors.

 There is a large Hmong population in Frogtown and I have taken in-
spiration from their ancient mountain homes of Southeast Asia. Starting 

with this very large city block on the 
southwest corner of Frogtown, I pro-
pose to build densely and all the way to 
the sidewalk, as if cliff walls are rising 
from the landscape. Out of these cliffs 
will emerge dwellings. Frogtown will be 
full of ledges and lookouts. There will 
be opportunities throughout the entire 
neighborhood for hanging greenery. 
Stone and brick are two locally avail-
able materials and Frogtown should 
empasize their use for both longevity 
and ethos.

 Beyond the seemingly impervious 
outer facade will be a sudden world of 

activity and color. Through any one of the many narrow entrances, a bus-
tling bazaar-style marketplace will be selling everything from every-day 
essentials to specific niche products and goods, such as this bazaar shown 
above in Jaipur, India. I have built up this single block to include 78 
storefronts of varying sizes. Every space is accessible from the outside and 
from the inside of the buildings. This way there can remain a tight-knit 
community of sellers and buyers during the harsh winter months as well. 
The merchants will have a reliable customer base as there will be 180 resi-
dential units that rise up 5 floors above the retail area. These apartment 
units will comprise of an enormous range of prices and accomodations; 
from simple studios and efficiencies to luxurious suites. 

 The south-facing interior of the development is extremely fenestrated 
to take advantage of the sun and to lighten the character of the building. 
Carrying the mountain metaphor further, the “valley” interior is inspired 
by mountain pasture traditions and landscapes. As hard and rocky as the 
exterior is meant to seem, the interior will be interpreted as gentle and 
nurturing. 

TRAFFIC CALMING MEASURES FOR 
UNIVERSITY AVENUE

 The root of the problem with University Avenue’s dullness is that the 
street was planned for vehicles, not for pedestrians. Here are a few strategies to 
anticipate the construction of light rail that should be utilized along the one-
mile stretch of University Avenue inside of Frogtown.

STRATEGY #1: PARKING BAYS

Reduce traffic to one lane in each direction. To paral-
lel park you must pull in to parking bay that is seper-
ated from the flow of traffic by a colonnade of shade 
trees. Reduces space available for sidewalk width but 
serves as a calm-inducing barrier between pedestrians 
and traffic.Through traffic is able to avoid stopping 
for parallel parkers.

EXISTING CONDITION

University Avenue is 120 feet wide. There are two 
lanes of traffic in each direction with more than 
ample room for parallel parking and a middle turn 
lane. The landscape feels vast and desolate to a pedes-
trian. Vehicles move very quickly through here and 
there are very narrow sidewalks for safety.

STRATEGY #2: VERY WIDE SIDEWALKS

Again reduce traffic to one lane and allow for adja-
cent parallel parking. Drivers will be made to move 
slower and pedestrians will enjoy their expanded ter-
ritory on the sidewalks. There are many possibilities 
made available for greenery, decoration or sculpture.

STRATEGY #3: PEDESTRIAN STREET

A controversial and risky strategy for creating vibran-
cy. Plans must be in place to take full advantage of 
the scenario of the change may no be justifiable. Can 
be approached as a traditional street minus cars or 
as a large plaza-style space. This approach would be 
most likely to succeed as a node or a destination.
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PROPOSAL

  There currently exists a low-quality strip mall building on the pro-
posed site. From this vantage point there are two highly visible landmarks 
present: the steeple of St. Agnes Catholic Church and the dome of the 
Minnesota State Capitol. Located in the middle of a nearly 1,000-foot 
long super block this one-level CMU building shares a vast expanse of 
concrete with a Burger King. This is a highly strategic location for Frog-
town that should be developed as a gateway to the neighborhood. 

 I salvaged the structure and form of 
the strip mall but have added two levels 
on to it. The Burger King will be removed 
in favor of a few small yet well-construct-
ed two-level brick retail/residential build-
ings. The placement of theses buildings 
is important. They are meant to serve as 
stewards to the vibrancy of the sidewalk 
and to create a sense of enclosure for the 
large public plaza that they encompass. 
It is very deliberate that the corners of 
the block have been built up. This is an 
important strategy  of 100% corners that 
Frogtown should take great pains to real-
ize whenever possible. The main feature, 

of which the former strip mall is an element, is the six-level residential 
and commercial development fronting University Avenue. 

 The street life in front of this building is meant to be vibrant and 
verdant. Trees and planters will be plentiful and traffic will be greatly re-
duced. This is not to say that the needs of traffic will be ignored, but that 
University Avenue is too valuable to forfeit to congestion and high-speed 
dangers. A specially-designed traffic solution will seperate parking from 
through traffic and provide an extra layer of seperation for pedestrians. A 
collonade a trees will increase the effectiveness of this feature.

 The aim of this undertaking is to establish an architectural ethos for 
the Frogtown neighborhood as it embraces the future. Density, vibrancy, 
verdancy and sociability are the most important elements to strive for in 
future projects and revilatizations.
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