
THE CASCADE
Cascading Bluff Housing: A Social Promenade for St. Paul

Set along the historic bluffs of St. Paul and 

overlooking the Mississippi River, the Cascading 

Bluff Housing Complex reimagines urban living 

as a continuous social journey. Adjacent to 

a beloved public park and at the threshold 

between the riverfront and the downtown 

business district, the project reframes residential 

circulation not as a means of efficient 

movement, but as an invitation to linger, 

connect, and participate in the public life of the 

city. 

 

Drawing inspiration from the walk-up traditions 

of St. Paul’s historic neighborhoods—vestibules, 

porticos, porches, and stoops—the design 

transforms these archetypes into a flowing, 

circular promenade. This public route winds 

gradually down the 100-foot bluff, offering 

residents and park visitors alike a gracious 

descent towards the riverfront. Unlike the direct, 

utilitarian circulation patterns of the adjacent 

downtown core, this pathway promotes a slower, 

more reflective pace, engaging users with views, 

gardens, small gathering areas, and the layered 

architectural expression of the housing complex 

itself.

The building’s cascading massing is supported by a system of skip-stop circulation that 
interlocks with loft-style live–work units. This strategy allows residents to choose their threshold 
experience: 
 
Public-Facing Entrances: Approximately half of the units open directly onto the public 
circulation route, offering residents the ability to share their crafts or services with park users. 
These entries create a dynamic streetscape, supporting micro-retail, studios, and home-
based businesses—a contemporary reflection of St. Paul’s tradition of prominent storefronts 
woven into residential blocks. 
 
Resident-Only Porches and Vestibules: The remaining units maintain a more private, 
neighborhood-like identity, with front doors accessed via an exterior resident-only corridor. 
These entrances reinterpret the porch and vestibule typologies found throughout St. Paul’s 
historic districts, fostering a sense of ownership, familiarity, and everyday community.

Where the typical American mixed-use building relies on a familiar formula—an efficient podium of large-format retail topped by repetitive floors of 
double-loaded corridors—the skip-stop, lofted live–work units of this project propose a fundamentally different way of living and engaging with the 
city. In most conventional buildings, circulation is minimized, hidden, and optimized for internal efficiency. Residents move through neutral hallways 
that connect only to private doors, while the public realm is limited to isolated storefronts at the ground floor. The result is a clean separation of uses: 
commercial at street level, private housing above, and little opportunity for the two realms to overlap in meaningful or productive ways.

The skip-stop system and lofted unit configuration turn this model inside out. Instead of placing retail only at the ground plane and sealing residents 
into upper-floor corridors, the building disperses public engagement throughout its cascading form. Units become small-scale enterprises, studios, 
workshops, or hybrid living spaces that open directly onto a shared public promenade. These front doors operate like contemporary interpretations of 
historic main-street storefronts—compact, varied, personal. Residents who choose a public-facing entrance become active contributors to the social 
and economic life of the bluff and park, offering goods, services, or creative work to the steady flow of people descending the pathway.

The result is a community where circulation becomes a social landscape—a place of chance encounters, casual observation, and open commerce. Instead of a single line of ground-floor retail tasked with animating 
an entire block, the building’s activity is dispersed, woven through every level of the cascading bluff structure. Public life is extended vertically, fostering a lively micro-economy supported not by large businesses but 
by the everyday presence of residents themselves. 
 
In contrast to the anonymity of the conventional mixed-use building, the skip-stop, lofted live–work model cultivates identity, agency, and connection. It transforms circulation into community, thresholds into invitations, 
and housing into a dynamic fabric that supports both tradition and contemporary ways of living.
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Across cultures and centuries, people have continually sought ways to settle on bluffs, mountainsides, and stepped terrains, creating 
dwellings that merge architecture with topography. From the stepped ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia to cliffside villages in the 
Mediterranean and the terraced mountain settlements of Asia and the Americas, these forms share a common impulse: to build in harmony 
with the landscape while elevating daily life—literally and symbolically.

The project replaces the 
conventional flat retail 
plinth with an architectural 
abstraction of the bluff itself. 
Rather than presenting a 
uniform, rectilinear podium 
at the base—standard in 
most American multifamily 
developments—this iteration 
embraces a terraced, eroded 
form that mirrors the natural 
geology of the site. The massing 
steps, folds, and recedes like a 
miniature landscape, creating 
a porous ground level where 
circulation, public gathering, 
and planting weave through 
carved pockets of space.

Drawing inspiration from the tree 
canopy that envelops the existing 
park. This version abstracts the 
qualities of foliage—its fractal 
filtration of light, its seasonal 
opacity, and its layering—to explore 
a dynamic, responsive façade 
system. This approach imagines 
the building wrapped in elements 
that behave like leaves: shading 
surfaces that modulate sunlight, 
patterns that scatter illumination 
into soft gradients, and operable 
components that move gently with 
environmental conditions.
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