
“Unbundling the Housing Crisis”
Investigations • Interpretations • Interventions • Instigations

Eight Collaborative Works by multi-disciplinary teams
Investigating the Housing Crisis in acts of civic engagement

The exhibition was partially funded by Twin Cities LISC and the Family Housing Fund

Problem Statement 

An unregulated globalized residential mortgage industry imploded upon itself and
transformed traditional neighborhood fabrics and exurban development tracts into 
widespread landscapes of mass foreclosures affecting society and our economy across
all social strata to a critical point of near institutional financial collapse. We are calling for 
designers, artists, writers and thinkers to collaborate and INTERVENE in “unbundling” the
housing crisis from its usual interpretations, methodologies and “solutions” presented
by institutional policy orthodoxy.  

Background:

Co-Curators and participants Jay H. Isenberg, AIA and Lynda Monick-Isenberg are founding
members  of Form + Content Gallery www.formandcontent.org, a Minneapolis based 
collective and as such have access and control of the 500 sf space for five weeks every 2 
years to present their own work or curate a topical exhibition of their choice.  The Gallery’s 
mission is to, “...nurture diverse artistic practice and thoughtful dialogue....value art as a 
catalyst for critical thinking....value integrity and the artistic process, and... aspire to link 
personal expression to broader social contexts.”

Having worked as a consultant on the foreclosure crisis for a local affordable housing non-
profit and the city’s housing and economic development department, Isenberg discovered 
that not enough outside voices were at the table bringing additional ideas and solutions to 
this ever increasing problem.  Combining the opportunity the Gallery provided and the believe 
that the creative disciplines have much to offer, Isenberg invited seven other peers to form 
creative multi-disciplinary teams to investigate the “housing crisis” as they determined.  Their 
charge was to come to the gallery in three months with a “work” that could be of any media 
as long as it was respectful of the other teams’ ability to present their work.  The result was 
an eclectic display of presentations, art, installations, models and inventive constructions, all 
uniquely thoughtful and valuable in their response.

In the summer of 2009, the exhibition Unbundling the Housing Crisis opened to a crowd of 
hundreds of interested artists, designers, policy makers and concerned citizens.

Exhibition Goals and Objectives - the meaning of “Unbundling”

The following goals and instructions were given to the participants:

1. Engage the creative disciplines in acts of civic engagement by addressing the
 following de-stabilizing housing conditions in Twin City neighborhoods:

• Vacant housing and anticipated tear downs as a direct result of foreclosure
• Scattered site and adjacent vacant unattended properties
• Displacement/migrations of children and families and its effects
• Borders, boundaries, cultural and spatial identities and conflict
• Isolated/underused or lack of parks and green space (amenity deprivation)
• Resource challenges: social services, educational facilities, jobs and training
• Latent cultural and institutional racism
• Disinvestment/reinvestment conditions and opportunities
• Environmental and ecological degradation/devolution in neighborhoods

2. Promote cross disciplinary dialogue, expression and collaborative problem solving
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3. Focus “civic engagement” of the arts and design disciplines in social issues 
4. Expressing the human story through both narrative and artistic/architectural works
5. Provide and promote idea generation from new directions and sources through 

unorthodox collaborations
6. Engage and partner with the affected neighborhoods in this process
7. Exhibit work that ranges from the practical to the poetic, from the focused to the

visionary 

The Projects:

Postscript to the Exhibition:

The response to the exhibition by the public, the design community and the media was 
powerful and gratifying.  The Minneapolis Star Tribune ran a full page review of the exhibition 
and the area’s premier art critic, Mary Abbe cited it as one of the top five gallery shows of 
2009.

“....using the shrewd analytical skills of more than 50 professionals to untangle 
the causal relationships behind the mess, to humanize mind-numbing statistics, 
and to suggest relevant design and housing solutions...by presenting vast tracts 
of information in vivid formats... the show "Unbundling the Housing Crisis" puts 
an accessible and human face on pressing issues.”

-Mary Abbe, Art Critic, Minneapolis Star Tribune

Tom Fisher wrote a beautiful and poignant introduction for the exhibition, “Unbundling House 
and Home” that resonated with visitors and will remind architects of their true value and 
potential,

“Once we unbundle house and home and understand the complex relationship 
between the two, we may finally come to see that home is what matters most. 
Having a house can make that easier, although it can also make it harder, 
depending upon its cost, design, or location. But with the bursting of the 
housing bubble, we have arrived at the real  question before us, one that the 
humbled have always asked: how can we achieve the most home with the 
least house?”

-Thomas Fisher is Dean of the College of Design at the University of Minnesota, 

And finally, the exhibition demonstrated what architect Teddy Cruz refers to as the critical role 
architects must play as “process mediator” when we find ourselves through our work in the 
complex social and political conditions of civic engagement and in the redefining of the “terms 
of architectural practice”.

- Architecture: Participation, Process, and Negotiation, Teddy Cruz, page 150-159, 
Verb Crisis, ACTAR, Barcelona-New York,  2008

While we may not be specifically trained in the intricacies and psychology of mediation, group 
facilitation and process management, practicing architects learn quickly how important these 
skills are in the success of their practice over time.  In this we are truly "professional 
amateurs".  However, the exhibition showed that once disengaged from the traditional focus 
of delivering a "building", architects in collaboration with other disciplines can tackle complex 
social and urban issues.  Exhibitions allow for a visual and physical expression of this 
engagement and provide accessibility to new ideas and relationships otherwise missing in the 
habitual bureaucratic report populated with charts, spreadsheets and graphs.  By applying 
many of the same investigative, management and creative skills used in the design process, 
architects are poised to take on the challenge posed by Cruz, Fisher and others to redefine 
not only architectural practice through civic engagement but the language and expression of 
that investigation.  We cannot shy away from this opportunity.

Unbundling the Housing Crisis Exhibition - OZ Submission	 July 17, 2014


