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Deep in the woods 
of rural Clark 
County, across 

the Kentucky River from 
Fort Boonesborough 
State Park, lies a three-
year-old home that has 
made quite an impact 
on its environment.

Fortunately, it’s the 
kind of impact that 
Garry Murphy and Da-
vid Wittmer, partners in 
Prajna Design, together 
with homeowners Joe and Mary Molinaro, intended. 
The 3,000-square-foot, two-level home incorporates a 
number of “green” techniques to make efficient use of 

resources in building 
and operating it.

Joe and Mary wanted a 
sustainable yet comfortable 
dwelling and were looking 
for an architect to build 
what they hope will be their 
last home. In talking with 
friends who are architects, 
the name of Prajna Design 
kept coming up. After an 
initial meeting, the couple 
knew they had finally found 
their architects.

The architects visited the couple’s residence at the 
time, a 1905-era house a block off the University of Ken-
tucky campus in Lexington, where Mary works at the 

A meeting of the minds between architect and client results in a modernist’s take on a cabin in the 
woods that is green to the core. With a design based on honesty of materials, the home holds the 

line on environmental impact while offering a lifestyle of natural abundance. Text: Gary Wollen-
haupt; Photography: Tim Conaway; Photo-styling: Beth Harper

Modern 
Rustic Retreat

Above: The south-facing exposure gathers sunlight for passive solar heating. Vertical trusses made from antique poplar provide support to the structure and stand 
ready to hold a deck, which the homeowners can add if they wish. The windows were recycled from a Lexington office building. The sassafras siding, milled from 
lumber found on site, will weather from yellow to a silvery gray as the seasons take their toll.
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campus library. They also trekked 
to the home site in Clark County, 
which is situated almost exactly be-
tween Mary’s office at UK and Joe’s 
office in Richmond, where he’s an 
art professor at Eastern Kentucky 
University.

Joe and Mary made a list of things 
they wanted in the new house, includ-
ing lots of natural light and space for 
the books and art pieces they’d col-
lected through decades of interna-
tional travel.

“We wanted something that felt 
big and open, where the kitchen was 
part of the main living space and 
would be suitable for having large 
gatherings,” Mary said. “We needed 
a place to put our books and objects, 
and we wanted the home to be as sus-
tainable as possible.”

The architects came back with a 
rough cardboard model of the home, 
and after a few minor changes, the 
project began in earnest. Murphy re-
calls that it took about three months 
of design work and about nine 
months to build the home.

The rectangular, wood-clad home 
draws on the local vernacular ar-
chitecture, reflecting the barns and 
wood homes that dot the hillsides. 
The layout accommodated the sloped 
site, with a low profile from the road. 
From the southern exposure, the 
two-story structure is apparent, with 
large windows on both levels soaking 
up the light.

“It’s a one of a kind house specific to 
their needs and wants, and very sensi-
tive to the site,” Murphy said.

Unlike many architectural firms, 
Prajna — which is a Sanskrit word 
that means truth or purity — uses the 
design/build approach. That means 
the designers manage the construc-
tion process as well, which makes al-
tering the plans much easier.

“We discovered things along the 
way,” Murphy said. “We saw possibili-
ties for views that we didn’t picture 
from the start and were quickly able 
to agree on changes.”

Although the house exhibits some Arts 
& Crafts characteristics as well as Japa-

nese flavor, neither Murphy nor Joe and 
Mary were striving for a particular design 
style. The design instead flowed out of a 
shared desire for a contemporary aes-
thetic and honesty in the materials. Both 
Arts & Crafts and Asian design celebrates 
the marriage between craftsmanship and 
quality materials, often exposing the skel-
etal structure of a home.

“We stress craftsmanship,” Murphy said. 
“You see the way things are made. If we 
made a joint in the wood we didn’t hide 
it, we made it a design element.” 

With Joe’s background as a potter 
and ceramic artist, and Mary’s own in-
terest in the arts, they are self-described 
“picky people” when it comes to aes-
thetics. The uncluttered, spare design 
makes a neutral backdrop for the vari-
ous collections in the house.

“We wanted it to be a showcase for our 
objects, yet enhance the way those objects 
look, not detract from it,” Mary said. 

The honesty in materials that Pra-
jna Design believes in dovetailed 
with the couple’s sense of design. 
Concrete walls, open beams, and 
recycled wood represent the truth 
of their origins without shame or 
pretense. The downstairs section 
has concrete walls and floors, most 
of which are uncovered. The lower-
level floor was beautifully stained, 
but it’s still unmistakably concrete. 
“You can see the concrete is an in-
tegral design element in the house,” 
Mary said. “People ask us when we’re 
going to put up the drywall, and we 
laugh, because we’re not going to.”

Perhaps the most sustainable fea-
ture of the house began as a neces-
sity but turned into a design element 
as well. Because there’s no munici-
pal water service available and drill-
ing a well would be expensive at best 
and a failure at worst, the house re-
lies on water collected from the roof. 
The need for water dictated the size 
of the roof area to ensure enough 
runoff could be collected to service 
the house. The V-shaped flat roof 
funnels the water to a central gutter 
where it flows into two concrete cis-
terns. Water runs through a particu-
late filter, then a charcoal filter be-

Left: Art objects gathered from international and local artists line the built in shelving. Ceramic figures from 
Amazonian Ecuador and a carved wooden puppet from Thailand are displayed along with the ceramic 
platter by former Kentucky resident Seth Payne. The exposed poplar beams create the illusion of a ceiling, 
creating a cozier feeling under the actual 15-foot roofline.
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House Credits
Architecture:  Prajna Design
Construction: Prajna Design
Furniture: Worlds Apart , Design Within 
Reach
Appliances: Sears
Stove: Trend Appliances

Below: Bare concrete walls stand in contrast to the bright furnishings and artwork in a guest bedroom. The painting is by Kentucky artist Darryl Halbrooks. Left: 
All good parties wind up in the kitchen, and this area was designed with that purpose in mind. Clay figures made by Peruvian natives and baskets from Ecuador 
are among the artifacts displayed along with the colorful dishes in glass front cabinets and open plate racks. Under the sink an on-demand water heater efficiently 
creates instant hot water for dishes and cooking. Sunshine bathes the kitchen and dining areas for free solar heat and no-cost light.

fore being zapped by ultraviolet light 
to kill bacteria. Rainwater is very soft 
water, something that Mary misses 
when she travels away from home.

To conserve water, the home uses two 
on-demand tankless water heaters, a main 
one for the house and small set-up under 
the kitchen sink to ensure a quick and 
steady supply of hot water. If the water 
heats up quickly, then it doesn’t have to 
run to warm up. Water conservation trans-
lated to low-flow toilets and water-saving 
dishwasher and washing machine. Mary 
noted it takes less water to wash dishes in 
the machine that it does to do them by 
hand. Only this year’s drought found Joe 
and Mary short of water. They had water 
trucked in during the summer, for a total 
water cost of $50 over three years.

Passive solar features aid the heat pump 
in warming the house in winter. Windows 
on the southern exposure heat the living 
space, and the concrete provides a ther-

mal mass to retain the sun’s energy. The 
stick-built areas were constructed with 
six-inch rather than four-inch framing to 
allow for more insulation. Although this 
house is about 1,000 sq. ft. larger than 
their century-old former residence, the 
gas bill is much less: $300 for the whole 
winter versus $200 a month.

Aesthetic and environmental con-
cerns were satisfied with the creative 
use of recycled lumber and natural ma-
terials. The biggest find was the antique 
poplar beams Murphy found at a yard 
sale. Turns out the beams were from 
the dismantled library at Eastern Ken-
tucky University where Joe is a profes-
sor. The poplar beams form the bones 
of the main living space and form verti-
cal trusses that support the outer wall 
of the two-story section. A collapsed 
house on the property provided wood 
for both the fireplace surround and 
the mantle, while a cedar log from the 

property found its way into a stair rail.
The master bathroom features the 

perfect mix of art and environment. 
Joe and Mary decorated the shower en-
closure with pieces of ceramics, pottery 
collected on their travels, and pieces of 
family heirlooms.

Surrounded by their favorite objects, 
confident in their green approach to 
life, Joe and Mary love their house in the 
woods. “The change has been fantastic, it 
suits our lifestyle so much,” Mary said.


