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What do you get when you give a couple of designers unlimited creative license on a very limited budget?

For Andrew Dunbar and Zoee Astrakhan, the possibilities were limitless.
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Interstice Architects

"The house is where we experiment," Andrew Dunbar says. "We weren't so much trying to do 'green' as just

wanting to be able to live in a better way." But the architect and his wife, landscape architect Zoee

Astrakhan, weren't simply experimenting for the sake of experimentation. The ideas the resourceful

couple incorporated into their 1908 Edwardian in San Francisco's Mission District made the most of what

they could afford, providing elegant finished solutions that belie the design's humble origins. Also

housing an art gallery and the couple's office, Interstice Architects, the renovated building acts as a

powerful showpiece for the designers' capabilities.

Ten years ago, when Dunbar and Astrakhan first moved in, they gutted the interior and camped out in the

2,000-square-foot-wood-frame structure—with little more than a toilet, sink, and a few electrical plugs to

their name. "We tried to imagine a home where we would also exercise our interest in edible landscaping

and the use of graywater," says Astrakhan." Dunbar's penchant for affordable recycled building materials

dovetailed nicely with her thinking, and he realized that there was a lot they could do together by hand.

"We both learned how to build and weld so we could fashion what we needed," Dunbar says. As they

embarked on a series of do-it-yourself projects, they found unorthodox design solutions.

Their work at home informed their practice, and their participation in experimental art projects, such as

ScrapHouse (a house built from urban detritus in just two weeks) and PARK(ing) Day (subversive portable

gardens designed to usurp street parking), added to their lexicon of resource-maximizing ideas. One

design credo they now espouse emerged with the birth of their two daughters, Anaïs, seven, and Miika,

five: "Always design multi-purpose, flexible spaces," Astrakhan says. Thus, tough steel floors in their

home office allow the children to ride tricycles in from the garden, and a luminous plastic potting shed
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often doubles as a playhouse. The couple's elastic approach is instructive, particularly in a dense city.

"We've learned that when you do it right," Dunbar says, "1,100 square feet of living space is not small."

Greenhouse Roofing WallGreenhouse Roofing Wall

Never as cold as Montreal, Quebec, where Dunbar is from, or North Conway, New Hampshire, Astrakhan's

hometown, San Francisco nonetheless gets chilly enough to need heating. The prohibitive cost of

outfitting the structure with radiant heat led Dunbar and Astrakhan to pull down the solid south-facing

rear wall for additional sunlight and solar gain. For $2,000, they replaced it with a two-story, 32-by-24-

foot-wide transparent wall, sheathed on both sides with Lexan Thermoclear corrugated-plastic panels,

commonly used for greenhouse roofs. "It acts as a lighting panel and a radiant heating wall," Dunbar says.

The 12-foot-by-22-inch Lexan panels overlap vertically and are fastened to wood studs with shaped

battens and galvanized bolts. When the sun shines, warm air trapped within the wall radiates heat

indoors. When it gets too hot, two sections of the wall, one eight by eight feet and one four by eight feet,

suspended from an overhead barn-door track, slide open to let in cool air.

Counter SurgeonsCounter Surgeons

Fashioned from beechwood countertops that were supplied free with six kitchens worth of Ikea cabinets,

the huge island is the hub of the kitchen. No framing was needed to build it because the cabinets below

support the weight. The countertops were cut, mitered, and biscuit joined to form a functional unit that

also houses a sink while providing enough space for the children to get creative. "I taught art for eight

years and I know how important a big, easy-to-clean work surface is," Astrakhan says.

Cabinet FrenzyCabinet Frenzy

Fashioned from beechwood countertops that were supplied free with six kitchens worth of Ikea cabinets, the huge island is the
hub of the kitchen. No framing was needed to build it because the cabinets below support the weight. Image courtesy of justin
fantl photography.



"Small Ikea kitchens drive me crazy, but six kitchens' worth of Ikea cabinets can be made into something

beautiful," Dunbar says. Staggered by width, the cabinets have exposed kick-plate gaps for storing CDs. The

easy-to-assemble cabinets cost $12,000, which is about a tenth of the price of custom storage units. To

mitigate the off-the-shelf look, the couple cut custom 14-inch- and 7-inch-wide pulls from five-foot-long

L-shaped anodized-aluminum extrusions for about $3 apiece.

Pin-UpsPin-Ups

"Small Ikea kitchens drive me crazy, but six kitchens' worth of Ikea cabinets can be made into something beautiful," Dunbar says.
Staggered by width, the cabinets have exposed kick-plate gaps for storing CDs. The easy-to-assemble cabinets cost $12,000,
which is about a tenth of the price of custom storage units. Image courtesy of justin fantl photography.



Storage walls don't have to be monolithic, static or dull. In the ground-floor gallery, 40-foot-long library

shelving is punctuated by floor-to-ceiling columns made from white acrylic panels that conceal low-cost

fluorescent-tube lighting. The shelves are enlivened by sliding panels made of Homasote (composed of 98

percent post-consumer recycled paper mulch). They shield books while also providing pin-up space for

the children's art projects and the office's large-format print-outs and house plans.

Hign and Low GardeningHign and Low Gardening

When it came to landscaping, Dunbar and Astrakhan opted for function and form—settling on edible

vegetables and bamboo that can be used for future construction. The backyard, shaded by neighboring

houses, gets little sun. So, the roof became the perfect location for their vegetable garden, as well as

In the ground-floor gallery, 40-foot-long library shelving is punctuated by floor-to-ceiling columns made from white acrylic
panels that conceal low-cost fluorescent-tube lighting. Image courtesy of justin fantl photography.



benches and a recreation space crowned by a hot tub powered by a four-kilowatt solar array. The solar-

panel canopy will someday shelter a sedum green roof.

Meanwhile, the backyard is used to grow tall Phyllostachys viridian "Robert Young" bamboo, which will

eventually be used to construct fences and solar-panel screens. The fast-growing bamboo casts dappled

shadows on the home's transparent rear facade during the sunniest months.

In the garden, modular wood tiles composed of short lengths of ipe are used as pavers. They allow easy

access to irrigation lines and drains. "The heavy tiles can be removed or reconfigured without any

demolition," notes Dunbar. Upstairs, the tiles form a deck and are used for parapet walls, planter boxes,

and to clad the hot tub. "The tiles help to unify the various sections of the roof garden into one

The roof became the perfect location for their vegetable garden, as well as benches and a recreation space crowned by a hot tub
powered by a four-kilowatt solar array. Image courtesy of justin fantl photography.



voluminous whole," Dunbar says.

Magnetic AttractionMagnetic Attraction

The couple initially painted partition walls between the children's room and their own with black metallic

paint creating both a writing surface for the children and a magnetic bulletin board for notes. However,

"the black looked too oppressive," Astrakhan says. So they applied several coats of lively lime green paint

to brighten up that section of the house. Better still, there was an unexpected dividend: The metallic paint

underneath remained magnetic.



An Indoor Outdoor ShowerAn Indoor Outdoor Shower

With just one side window, there was insufficient light and air in the center of the house. As a remedy the

couple installed a custom Rollamatic retractable 24-by-7-foot skylight. The half that sits squarely above

the large central bathroom rolls back on a motorized track. Dunbar describes the bathroom as an outside-

The couple initially painted partition walls between the children's room and their own with black metallic paint creating both a
writing surface for the children and a magnetic bulletin board for notes. However, "the black looked too oppressive," Astrakhan
says. So they applied several coats of lively lime green paint to brighten up that section of the house.



in room because it has light, air, and sometimes, when it drizzles and the skylight left open, even rain.

Designed for exactly these circumstances, a blue-glass mosaic tile floor is laid at an angle to drain with

ease.

Window Shopping (Or Not, As the Case May Be)Window Shopping (Or Not, As the Case May Be)

Dunbar and Astrakhan's low-cost, high-impact tour de force is a storefront facade constructed from

salvaged double-insulated window glass panels arranged in a shingle pattern. To attach the glass to the

facade without nails, Dunbar built a metal framework. Six L-shaped steel extrusions and squared tubed

Dunbar describes the bathroom as an outside-in room because it has light, air, and sometimes, when it drizzles and the skylight
left open, even rain. Designed for exactly these circumstances, a blue-glass mosaic tile floor is laid at an angle to drain with ease.
Image courtesy of justin fantl photography.



were fixed horizontally between a one-story-high steel moment frame to keep the top and bottom edges of

the glass "shingles" in place. Vertical gaps between the overlapping shingles were caulked and the

horizontal edges fitted with gaskets to keep out the weather.

The facade and sidewalk garden have become something of a symbol of renewal on a street better known

for gang activity. Consequently, it also catches the attention of people passing by. "The angled panes are

quite reflective so even though people can't look in, the texture attracts them," Dunbar says. "Sometimes

they stand outside and wonder if it moves. It does not!"

 

Dunbar and Astrakhan's low-cost, high-impact tour de force is a storefront facade constructed from salvaged double-insulated
window glass panels arranged in a shingle pattern. Image courtesy of justin fantl photography.



Latest ArticlesLatest Articles

A Win for Wood: A Swedish School Teaches Us a Lesson in DesignA Win for Wood: A Swedish School Teaches Us a Lesson in Design

Träpriset, the Swedish timber prize, celebrates notable architecture every four years for developments and innovations with

wood. This year the award goes to Dorte Mandrup Arkitekter, who accepted the award last night at a ceremony in Stockholm

for the Raa Day Care Center.

March 10, 2016
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Photo of the Week: When Lounging in Palm Springs…Photo of the Week: When Lounging in Palm Springs…

Each week, we tap into Dwell's Instagram community to bring you the most viral design and architecture shots of the week.

March 09, 2016
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Looking Good for Over 70 Years: This Cozy Joseph Esherick Home is Amazingly Well-PreservedLooking Good for Over 70 Years: This Cozy Joseph Esherick Home is Amazingly Well-Preserved

A 1940 house designed by the modernist architect for his family in Ross, California.

March 09, 2016
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A Multifunctional Built-In Updates this Mosaic-Filled, 19th-Century Spanish FlatA Multifunctional Built-In Updates this Mosaic-Filled, 19th-Century Spanish Flat

Built Architecture updates a 19th-century flat in Eixample, Barcelona, with an eye towards preserving the home's most

salient feature: mosaic tiles that date back more than 100 years.

March 09, 2016
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Go On a Magic Carpet Ride with These Awesome Quilted Rugs by Normann CopenhagenGo On a Magic Carpet Ride with These Awesome Quilted Rugs by Normann Copenhagen

Inspired by the natural lines of grass blowing in the wind and impressions in the sand, designers Sarah Böttger and Hanna

Emelie Ernsting created a new collection of double-sided quilted rugs for Danish design company Normann Copenhagen.

March 09, 2016
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Micro and Modular: Two of Our Favorite Things Come Together in the Bay AreaMicro and Modular: Two of Our Favorite Things Come Together in the Bay Area

Studio E Architects completes a new housing development comprised of 58 permanent micro-units in the Bay Area.

March 09, 2016
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/house-tours/article/micro-and-modular-two-our-favorite-things-come-together-bay-area


Our Daydream of Living on an Untouched Island Comes True in WashingtonOur Daydream of Living on an Untouched Island Comes True in Washington

Seeking a quiet retreat, a couple builds a 1,600-square-foot property where simplicity reigns.

March 09, 2016

http://www.dwell.com/house-tours/article/our-daydream-living-untouched-island-comes-true-washington
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Crazy Renovation of the Day: A Victorian Church (Filled with Stained Glass!) Remade as a TinyCrazy Renovation of the Day: A Victorian Church (Filled with Stained Glass!) Remade as a Tiny
StudioStudio

A former church is converted into a minimal yet dramatic home in London.

March 09, 2016

House of the Week: This Japanese Gem Has Some Serious Storage Tricks Up its SleeveHouse of the Week: This Japanese Gem Has Some Serious Storage Tricks Up its Sleeve

Every week, we highlight one amazing Dwell home that went viral on Pinterest. Follow Dwell's Pinterest account for more

daily design inspiration.

March 08, 2016
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An Entertaining Renovation That Can Host Beach Parties for DaysAn Entertaining Renovation That Can Host Beach Parties for Days

A family’s Laguna Beach home features an expansive open-air entertainment space for the masses.

March 08, 2016
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Everything's Hotter in Texas in Too, That's Why This Lake House Has Plenty of Places toEverything's Hotter in Texas in Too, That's Why This Lake House Has Plenty of Places to
Lounge in the ShadeLounge in the Shade

A couple builds a 2,800-square-foot property on five acres of waterfront land.

March 08, 2016
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A Home Rocks Out with Natural Stone, Concrete, and a VolcanoA Home Rocks Out with Natural Stone, Concrete, and a Volcano

A home in Mexico enjoys views of a volcano along an impressive landscape.

March 08, 2016
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Design Goes to the DogsDesign Goes to the Dogs

Nendo designs a collection of pet toys with an edge.

March 08, 2016

Meet Your New Neighbors: Minimal Town Houses with CharacterMeet Your New Neighbors: Minimal Town Houses with Character

A set of town houses are the new neighbors to keep up with in this Montreal neighborhood.

March 07, 2016
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These Days This Warehouse-Turned-Loft in Poland Stores a Stockpile of Cool, VintageThese Days This Warehouse-Turned-Loft in Poland Stores a Stockpile of Cool, Vintage
FurnitureFurniture

An architecture studio ensures that a prewar warehouse in Szczecin, Poland, formerly used by a marmalade factory, is well-

preserved.

March 07, 2016
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Best Major on Campus? A Department That Isn’t Afraid to Get ColorfulBest Major on Campus? A Department That Isn’t Afraid to Get Colorful

The University of Lapland in Finland teaches good design with a colorful renovation for the art and design department.

March 07, 2016
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Midcentury Lovers: You Can Thank This Architect for Transforming Palm Springs Into aMidcentury Lovers: You Can Thank This Architect for Transforming Palm Springs Into a
Modernist HotbedModernist Hotbed

A new book explores the legacy of modernist icon William Krisel.

March 07, 2016

The Possibilities Are Endless With This New Cutting-Edge CooktopThe Possibilities Are Endless With This New Cutting-Edge Cooktop
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Every time Miele comes out with a line of innovative appliances, we wait in eager anticipation to see what the new and

improved capabilities will be. For their most recent launch, they’ve introduced a high-tech line of Induction Cooktops with

special technologies including PowerFlex and Con@ctivity 2.0. The collection takes cooking to a whole new level with

outstanding capabilities focusing on safety, efficiency, power, and precision.

March 07, 2016



One Home, Three Bathrooms, Each with an Awesome Way to Use TileOne Home, Three Bathrooms, Each with an Awesome Way to Use Tile

A Vancouver architect collaborates with a team of artisans on a trio of bathrooms in his home.

March 06, 2016
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We Can't Get Enough of This German Apartment's Trendy Matte-Black KitchenWe Can't Get Enough of This German Apartment's Trendy Matte-Black Kitchen

A German family's homelife takes shape around a modern kitchen.

March 06, 2016
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No Frame? No Problem. Here's How to Do a Bed on the FloorNo Frame? No Problem. Here's How to Do a Bed on the Floor

These low-slung solutions look surprisingly comfortable. What do you think?

March 06, 2016

House of the Week: A Retired Couple's Secluded Home in the ForestHouse of the Week: A Retired Couple's Secluded Home in the Forest

Every week, we highlight one amazing Dwell home that went viral on Pinterest. Follow Dwell's Pinterest account for more

daily design inspiration.

March 05, 2016
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Our Scandinavian Style Dreams Come True in This Brooklyn Town HouseOur Scandinavian Style Dreams Come True in This Brooklyn Town House

Hailing from Denmark and India, a husband and wife cultivate a collective heritage at their renovated, almost-passive

Brooklyn town house.

March 05, 2016
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14 Ways to Make Your Kitchen More Safe and Accessible14 Ways to Make Your Kitchen More Safe and Accessible

If a house is a machine for living, an occasional system update is necessary. Accessibility experts weigh in on how to

maximize safety and function—for all ages and abilities—in the kitchen.

March 05, 2016
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Skylight, Sky Bright: Get a Glimpse of These Awesome OculiSkylight, Sky Bright: Get a Glimpse of These Awesome Oculi

Look up and see the sky through these stunning ceiling windows.

March 04, 2016
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Nothing Uptight About These Victorian RenovationsNothing Uptight About These Victorian Renovations

From around the world, these Victorian homes get a modern new look.

March 04, 2016

Timber! Design With Oak Like a ProTimber! Design With Oak Like a Pro

From floor to ceiling, these applications show off the versatility of oak.
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March 04, 2016

These Tiny Huts Are Key to a Frigid Winter Sport, But You'll Never Guess WhichThese Tiny Huts Are Key to a Frigid Winter Sport, But You'll Never Guess Which

Five Vermont architecture firms conceptualize cozier quarters for a popular pastime.

March 04, 2016
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Modern WAY Down Under: Stunning Homes from MelbourneModern WAY Down Under: Stunning Homes from Melbourne

Melburnians already support a burgeoning art scene; it's no surprise the city is also home to beautiful architecture as well.

March 04, 2016
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EPIC Bathtubs That Are Anything But a WashEPIC Bathtubs That Are Anything But a Wash

A bathtub can be more than just a place to relax, these sculptural and striking designs make quite the statement.

March 03, 2016

Explore the Dwell Store

Bouroullec Ruutu Diamond-Shaped VaseBouroullec Ruutu Diamond-Shaped Vase
$95.00  at the Dwell Store
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Cord Sleeper SofaCord Sleeper Sofa
$1,795.00  at the Dwell Store

SHOP

Field Candlestick SetField Candlestick Set
$27.00  at the Dwell Store

SHOP
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