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candinavian roots run deep in Duluth, on the 
western tip of Lake Superior. Settlers from Nor-
way, Finland, and Sweden were among the first 
wave of European immigrants to farm Minne-

sota. Their houses and barns were simple, gable-roofed 
buildings typically made of wood and covered with 
board-and-batten siding painted red or white.

Architect David Salmela grew up in a largely Finnish 
farming community in the middle of the state. He saw 
firsthand how unpretentious buildings could be paired 
with the landscape to complement one another. For  
example, a hedgerow of trees casting shadows on a barn 
wall, played properly, improves both.

Over a career that reaches back to the late 1960s, Salmela  
has mixed these rural ingredients repeatedly in various 
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configurations. He favors familiar materials and simple 
shapes meticulously articulated. He’s essentially a mod-
ernist architect who doesn’t mind mixing historic forms 
with contemporary floor plans and stirring a few old-
fashioned details such as muntins or crown moldings into 
a modern mix. And he always finds a way to work a few 
exaggerated details, strategically placed for maximum 
impact, into his designs.

 
You’ve seen this profile before
Dave and Judith Arvold gave Salmela a chance to recast 
one of the most-replicated houses in America: the colo-
nial. Judith Arvold grew up in Connecticut, where the 
ubiquitous side-gabled colonial, with its ridgeline par-
allel to the street and flanked by a gable-end garage, is 
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Colonial Roots,    Fresh Approach
Say goodbye to 
the center hall. 
The classic silhou-
ette of a colonial 
house remains, but 
the window place-
ment, entry loca-
tion, and outdoor 
spaces all address 
contemporary life-
styles. In back, a 
shed-roofed sitting 
room with windows 
on three sides 
perches over the 
steep yard. Photos 
taken at A and B 
on floor plan.
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the very embodiment of shelter, family, and tradition. She wanted to 
bring some of that tradition to their new house. Add Dave Arvold’s 
Norwegian heritage and his affinity for wooden buildings to the list, 
and Salmela had some clear starting points.

rising on a base of humble concrete block, the street-side elevation 
of the house has a colonial silhouette with none of the traditional trap-
pings. Three big windows set into the block base break with colonial 
symmetry. They are bordered by smaller windows with divided lites, 
creating a subset of smaller squares. 

Between each window and at the corners, you can see the structure 
of the house. Laminated 1-ft. by 2-ft. posts support the second floor and 
double as window casings on a mammoth scale. On the inside, the 
posts are carved to convey tales from Norse history (sidebar p. 64).

Another row of windows marches across the top of the wall, just 
below the roofline. They are spaced equally, but are not aligned 
with the windows below. The exacting placement of the upstairs 
windows is an integral aspect of the third-floor plan. For example, 
a window in the closet is located in the corner to reflect daylight bet-
ter off the adjacent wall, thereby illuminating the room. Windows 

specs
Bedrooms: 3,  
plus a guest room

Bathrooms: 31⁄2

Size: 3596 sq. ft. 

Cost: N/A

Completed: 2002

Location: Duluth, 
Minn.

Architect: David 
Salmela

Landscape architects: 
Coen + Partners

Builder: Rod & Sons 
Carpentry

Breezeway.  
Entry to the 
house is through 
the side, by way 
of a deck that 
extends pierlike 
over the steeply 
sloping backyard. 
Photo taken at D 
on floor plan. 

long and narrow, the arvold house has few partitions on the main 
floor. as a result, the living spaces on this level get daylight from 
nearly every point on the compass. photo left taken at c on floor plan.

Photo top left: Charles Miller. Drawings: Martha Garstang Hill.

A simple plan captures light from every direction

Photos taken at lettered positions.
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Delicate, equally spaced strips of wood can 
alter the feeling of a space in surprisingly 
different ways. as the cap to the pergola 
over the bluestone terrace, the slats cast 
evocative shadows with a tropical whiff. 
inside, as a vertical screen from the maple 
floor to the 9-ft. ceiling, the slats become 
a gauzy, translucent wall and the structural 
base for the stair’s handrail. photo above 
taken at e on floor plan; photo left taken at F.
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The  
power                
of slats
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in the bathrooms frame views within a convenient glance from  
the lavatories.

With its repeating patterns of window shapes in asymmetrical align-
ment and its pinstripe shadows cast by thick 2x2 battens, the street 
elevation of the house has an irresistible visual syncopation. This is a 
barn that has gone to grad school.

Enter at the side
The formal center-hall colonial entry has been replaced in the Arvold 
house. Instead, the front door is off the breezeway next to the garage, 
where it’s most convenient (floor plans p. 62).

Just inside, a wall of cabinets separates the vestibule from the kitchen  
and the dining area. A fireplace inspired by a wood-fired stove in a  
centuries-old Swedish farmhouse is the focal point of the room. This 
imposing anthropomorphic presence, simultaneously ancient and 
modern, seems poised to become a fire-breathing participant in din-
ner conversation. Its twin opens onto the sitting room on the south 
side of the house.

On the lake side of the house. Windows that rise beyond the ceiling 
extend the view of the sky in the kitchen and the dining area. As night 
falls, the farmhouse-inspired masonry fireplace becomes the focal point. 
Photos taken at G and H on floor plan. 

homeowner Dave 
arvold used routers, 
gouges, and chisels to 
carve designs patterned 
after those found 
in Norwegian stave 
churches into the posts 
that support the house. 
The scene below is from 
the legend of sigurd 
and depicts the forging 
of his sword from a 
fragment of his father’s 
magical weapon by the 
wily dwarf-smith regin.

A pErSonAL 
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Photos this page (sidebar and bottom right), photo left facing page: Charles Miller
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Screens made of wood slats are a historic architectural element in 
Duluth. They show up as balustrades on porches and as railings on 
stairs. They can be structural, atmospheric, or both, such as the screen 
between the stairwell and the living area in the Arvold house. Made 
of 11⁄4-in.-sq. basswood slats, the screen softens light from the west, 
provides anchorage for the stair rail, and presents an ever-changing 
texture that gives shape to the room.

Outside, Salmela laid the screens on the flat to make a pergola ceil-
ing. Combining them with enormous posts and wall battens makes 
the screens an integral part of the house rather than a tacked-on shad-
ing device. 

Get all the daylight possible
The house is only 24 ft. wide. Salmela prefers narrow houses because 
their floors can be framed with readily available materials that span 
the distance without interior bearing walls. Not only does this advan-
tage make a floor plan more flexible, but it also clears daylight’s path 
into the heart of the house. 

running windows past the ceiling plane is another way to maxi-
mize natural light. The big east-facing windows on the main  
floor rise into recesses cut in the ceiling. This design allows for 
windows that are a foot taller than usual, letting in more light and  

extending the view of the sky, especially from the dining table or  
the kitchen island.

Interior openings that let light pass from one room to the next are 
nothing new, but Salmela puts his own signature on them. Bookcase 
windows, cabinet cutouts, and open-riser stairs are three examples in 
this house.

Perhaps the biggest leap of faith for the Arvolds was the open 
breezeway between the house and the garage. By not connecting the 
buildings structurally, Salmela could add windows to the north wall 
of the kitchen. The Arvolds, though, were unsure about losing the 
convenience afforded by a garage-to-house umbilical.

As it turns out, keeping them separate has not been a problem. In 
the dead of a Minnesota winter, the brief trek from garage to house 
makes it all the more delicious to be home. □

Charles Miller is special-issues editor. Photos by Peter  
Bastianelli-Kerze, except where noted.

A hall without walls. A row of cabinets doubles as the 
boundary between the entry hall and the kitchen. On 
the street side, a screen of painted slats encloses the 
stairwell. The open risers help to circulate daylight. 
Photo taken at J on floor plan.

Share the light. A cutout in the cabi-
net over the kitchen sink provides an 
unexpected pathway for daylight to 
get from room to room. Photo taken 
at I on floor plan.
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See additional views of carvings and 
daylighting strategies on our Web site.
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