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Quiz #3

"Just Another Sun Valley House?"

Read and look at everything before you write!
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North (dining room) and Northwest (terrace) façades of Rick Joy's Sun Valley House.

Sun Valley House by Rick Joy Architects 
When asked if his latest project, a vacation home in the Idaho resort town of Sun Valley, is at all based on a local 

vernacular, Tuscon-based architect Rick Joy bristles. “I don’t really think that way.”  Nevertheless, the starting point for the 
7,900-sqft house, built at the edge of a golf course and a brush-covered hillside, seems to have been a long, low-slung volume 
topped with an archetypal vernacular element: a gabled roof. But Joy has manipulated this traditional form considerably. He’s 
split the volume along the roof ridge to create two wings: a western one that is two stories, with its lower level partially sub-
merged in the sloping terrain, and an eastern wing that is single-story and sits atop the flattest part of the 1.5-acre site. 
The two elements have been set at an angle to each other and subtly crooked to form a sheltered, wedge like entry court. 

The configuration also provides his clients—an outdoorsy retired couple who had been visiting Sun Valley for de-
cades—the best vantage points for taking in the rugged landscape. From the guest bedrooms (for their grandchildren and 
children) and from the living room, they can see the ski trails on Bald Mountain. From the kitchen and dining room, they are 
able to appreciate a set of sawtooth-shaped peaks. And from the master bedroom, they can practically reach out and touch 
a sage-covered hillock that rises just a few feet beyond a sliding glass door. A roof deck positioned above the intersection of 
the two wings is shielded from the golfers on the nearby course but affords a full panorama of the house’s surroundings. The 
twisting configuration, explains Joy, “is all about the views.” 
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The project’s biggest challenge, says the architect, was creating a building that is light on the land but is also rooted in 
it. He satisfied these seemingly incongruous goals by enclosing those parts of the house that are cut into the slope in rubble 
walls. The stone, granite from southern Idaho, is exposed inside and out. The rest of the structure is clad with bronze-toned-
steel roof and wall panels and is framed primarily in Douglas fir, but also includes exposed wide-flanged steel elements. “It was 
a little like adding onto an existing building,” says Joy of his strategy for combining the masonry walls and the lighter-weight 
framed system. Indeed, the stone elements feel almost as though they’ve been there for a very long time, or are part of the 
terrain. Except when the ground is covered with snow, the granite’s browns, yellows, and silvers pick up the hues of the sage 
and other surrounding vegetation, much in the same way the rammed-earth houses Joy is known for seem to meld with their 
Southwest desert environs. 

The forms of the Sun Valley House are far from outlandish. However, the cranked configuration made it demanding to 
build. But despite its tough geometry, the house is extremely well executed. Joy gives much of the credit to the project’s 
Seattle-based general contractor, Schuchart/Dow, and its managing partner, Jim Dow. The firm is currently working on houses 
designed by Olson Kundig, Lake Flato, and Bohlin Cywinski Jackson. “Jim goes out of his way to work on real architecture,”  
says Joy. One example of a particularly exacting element is the roof on the western wing. The bend in its plan produced an 
almost imperceptible valley over the living room and necessitated a fanned configuration for the rafters, which in turn meant 
that no two were the same length, points out Dow. He estimates that carpenters were able to cut and install only about six 
rafters per day. The building has many other ingenious but tricky details, such as cast-on-site concrete lintels that support 
the weight of the stone above while appearing to float over the openings they frame. The stone walls also have remarkably 
crisp corners, the inherent roughness of the material notwithstanding. “Stone and wood can be quite rustic, but this is 
pretty refined,” says Dow. 

Adding to the sense of refinement and precision are the approximately one-inch reveals that separate elements from 
each other: the cedar door and window frames from the stone, the stone from drywall soffits, and the soffits from the anigre 
millwork. The gaps are not purely aesthetic, however. Some function as supply and return vents for the forced-air mechanical 
system. It works in concert with radiant heating and cooling and 20 geothermal wells drilled 220 feet below the driveway. 
The performance of this climate-control system, which Dow describes as “complex but efficient,” is further improved by fea-
tures such as the heavily insulated stone walls, 17 inches thick on average, and automated exterior shades that protect the 
living room’s west-facing bank of windows from solar gain. 

On a recent winter day, when the mountains and the valley were covered with a blanket of snow, the house was quite 
comfortable, even cozy. “Cozy” applies not only to the indoor temperature, but also to the character of the spaces—a sur-
prising outcome given the size and height of the ground-  floor rooms (the ceilings soar to 20 feet in some places). Joy admits 
that the house, at almost 8,000 square feet, is larger than he generally prefers. But the clients wanted to be able to host 
family and friends, he explains. And he points out a second rationale for the scale: it matches the majesty of the landscape.

—Joann Gonchar, AIA

View of the entry court from the East Southeast.
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Analysis
1. Sun Valley is  a bit further south than  Moscow, ID, but as it name implies has lots of sunny days year around.  Given 

the building siting and orientation point out two features of the design and site that have potential to highlight sustain-
able design and two features that are detrimental to sustainable design. Fully explain your nominations of these four 
features.
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Site Energy
2. The architect opted for using a geothermal pump (aka ground-source heat pump) to heat the house. (1) Discuss 

the merits and drawbacks of this choice. (2) & (3) Discuss the possibility of using two other site energy sources for this 
building and speculate why the architect rejected them.
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It's all about the view:

Top–Dining room view to the north

Middle–Living room views to the southwest 
and northwest

Bottom–Master bedroom view to the 
northeast
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Missed Green Opportunities
3. Suggest three green architecture strategies (not site energy or HVAC) that Joy could have 

employed in this house but didn't.  Show how they could be incorporated into the existing design. 
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