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3 Selden Innovation Corridor

The nonprofit organization, which was created to enhance community 
and economic development, Midtown Detroit, Inc. (MDI), played a key 
role in securing funding, supporting commercial development with stra-
tegic urban and infrastructural strategies and collaborations and initiated 
the first seed project: the Selden Innovation Corridor. 
 The historic Owosso Casket Company resembled an ideal loca-
tion in the center of the newly envisioned innovation and opportunity 
corridor and promised to be an important seed for further development. 
The project demonstrates that an adaptive reuse of a former industrial 
building can contribute to the quality of life in a neighborhood. The inte-
grated courtyard became a built manifestation of a true mixed use urban 
neighborhood. 

The Selden Innovation Corridor in Midtown Detroit 
has been an initiator of a diverse and inclusionary 
neighborhood with a multitude of social, urban, and 
commercial components. The vision to integrate 
existing housing and businesses, by redensifying the 
district with strategic developments, has evolved, 
in only a few years, into a thriving and increasingly 
successful neighborhood concept. A key component 
of this vision is a sequence of public spaces, such as 
courtyards and parks, which are connected through a 
network of green alleys. 
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MDI contracted bioLINIA as a public space design firm to create a court-
yard for diverse activities and approached VolumeOne to develop the 
adaptive reuse of the historic buildings around it. The $20 million project 
includes the courtyard, as well as both the historic Smith Welding Sup-
ply & Equipment Company Building (666 Selden) and the Neo-Georgian 
Owosso Casket Building (644 Selden), which was designed by Weston & 
Ellington in 1927. 

[Fig. 2] Restored historic façade with new minimalist entrances, canopy, cornice, and restored historic blade sign 

In the meantime, this initiative attracted important new developments in 
just a few years, including the fourteen “Eco Homes,“ a theater, several 
restaurants, and the transformation of the historic Jefferson Intermediate 
School into a “business ecosystem“ for entrepreneurs and artists,  
and for culinary and hospitality workforce training. Currently, Volume-
One is designing 170 new units along Selden Street on the former Wigle 
Recreation Center. VolumeOne played a key role in developing the  
masterplan and the design of several buildings. The development of the 
two buildings flanking the Selden Courtyard were intended to house  
as many apartments as possible, with other programmatic elements  to 
add vibrancy to the neighborhood; producing a true walkable and urban 
quality through the creation of a destination. 

[Fig. 1] The public Selden Courtyard. 
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[Fig. 3] The transformed former firewall and the eight new maisonette units 
on top. 

[Fig. 4] The condition of the former Smith Welding Supply Company in 2018. The company occupied both buildings flanking the courtyard.  

In addition to our ambitions to revitalize the area with one single small 
project, we were bound to the guidelines for Historic Districts, and 
needed to seek approval by the Detroit Historic District Commission. 
Alterations and changes to a historic structure are limited. We turned the 
challenges into several inspiring design opportunities.  
 It was important to reach a critical number of residents to create 
a distinct identity in the location. Therefore, the concept was to add 
as much volume as possible on top of the historic two-story structure. 
While the guidelines for historic districts suggest that any additions are 
to be subordinate to the original building, and should aim to be invisible 
rather than stand out, we challenged the guidelines with a two-story 
addition on top. Limitations in the existing elevator shaft and the number 
of stories connected by a stair allowed the implementation of maison-
ette units. Additionally, building code limitations inspired us to create 
large alternating terraces on each unit’s second floor, while a required 
setback created another terrace for each unit on their entrance level, 
where kitchen and living rooms are located. The differentiated volumes 
are uniformly clad with a zinc-coated standing seam aluminum panel 
system. 
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[Fig. 5] The new glass staircase and main entrance activate the courtyard. 

First and second floors were planned as a restaurant and an entrepre-
neurial office space respectively. The existing brick firewall needed to 
become an open and vivid front to the courtyard to make it functional. 
Our advisors in historic matters claimed that we would not be able 
to change the former firewall into a façade with windows, as it would 
change the character of the building substantially and alter its function. 
We turned this dilemma into an opportunity and convinced the commis-
sion that we would not insert windows in the typical sense, but still allow 
visual and physical connection between the courtyard and the restau-
rant and allow light into and views out of the office on the second floor. 
We designed special flush glazed windows with a white brick frit on the 
exterior glass, so that the brick pattern appears to continue across the 
windows. 

To be exact in this process, we photographed each area where we 
would replace the brick with an opening; reviewing numerous design 
options, conducting endless amounts of prints and field tests to find the 
perfect scale and appearance of the brick pattern. Each window has 
a different pattern, specific to its location in the wall.  Special ceramic 
paint enabled us to print the brick pattern in white, allowing it to be 
visible during the daytime. The restoration of the historic front of the 
building was a matter of repair and recreation. However, there was no 
evidence of how the original canopy and historic entrance door looked 
originally thus, we created minimalist solutions. A simple, yet dramatic 
steel canopy of seven feet in depth seems to defy gravity, while the 
entrance door received flush, white back-painted glazing. 
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[Fig. 6] Residential entrance stair transitions between the new and the old. [Fig. 7] Natural light lets the yellow egress stair glow.

We intentionally located the main entrance and stair to the residences 
and the entrepreneurial office space in the back of the courtyard, so that 
the courtyard receives urban significance and pedestrian integration 
to the neighborhood. The stair became a fully glazed, attractive space, 
inviting it to be used. Indeed, the stair became a significant architectural 
and spatial addition to the building and is proof that stairs can positively 
influence the quality of life in a building, as well as encourage its integra-
tion into the urban context. 
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[Fig. 8] Residential unit type B. 
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[Fig. 9] The low top seating area at Smith & Co. 

The restaurant on the first floor is the largest commercial venue at the 
courtyard. Its interior was inspired by a Michigan landscape theme, 
including elements like the forest, the beach, the camp and a starry 
night, to name a few. The elements helped us to introduce areas of differ- 
ent characters into the large (9,000 square-foot) restaurant. We primar-
ily aimed at preserving the original concrete building’s character and 
added a few materials, such as raw concrete, soapstone, untreated steel, 
leather and wood. We omitted painted surfaces as much as possible, 
and integrated necessary infrastructural components, such as air ducts, 
sprinkler lines or conduit into the overall composition. 
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[Fig. 10] Site plan
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Across the courtyard, in the former Smith Welding Supply Building, a  
new brewery serves the restaurant as a small beer tasting venue, but per-
haps more importantly resembles a unique partnership between industry 
expertise and university-level instruction. The collaboration between  
the Nain Rouge Brewery and Eastern Michigan University intends to better 
connect Detroit residents to education, training, and employment path-
ways related to the craft brewing and hospitality industries.

[Fig. 11] Site section
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[Fig. 12] The family booth at Smith & Co.  

[Fig. 13] The 73 foot long bar of raw concrete and leathered soapstone. 
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The Selden Innovation Corridor was in need of a distinct identity; one 
which communicates the network of opportunity spaces, activities, 
courtyards and parks in the entrepreneurial community. We chose a sim-
ple logotype/wordmark logo design which expresses the idea of a con-
nected corridor of innovation. The double-sided and illuminated display 
stele promotes the Selden Innovation Corridor and announces festivities 
and public events in the Selden Courtyard. A funders sign acknowledges 
those companies who supported the initiative financially and creatively.

[Fig. 14] The oblique geometry of the stele with the new Selden Innovation Corridor logotype.
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