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Located on the historic Locust Walk on the campus of the University of Pennsylvania, the renovation and addition
to the Robbins House provides a cohesive home for the Penn Engineering and Wharton School’s joint Jerome
Fisher Program in Management and Technology. While retaining the historic 1910 Academic Gothic façade along
Locust Walk, the design integrates a contemporary addition that utilized visual transparency to expand the square
footage of this long, narrow plan configuration.
The Robbins House is a former three story above grade with basement residential home built in 1910 that shares a
brick masonry party wall with the adjacent Sweeten Alumni House to the east, which was constructed after the
Robbins House. The plan for the renovation and addition retained the original brick façade along the south and a
portion of the west elevations, but all existing floor framing was to be removed and replaced with new wood floor
framing due to its poor condition. To facilitate removal of the existing floor framing a substantial temporary party
wall and façade bracing operation was needed for the project.
The adjacent Sweeten Alumni House was constructed tight to the party wall of the Robbins House with the floor and
roof framing supported by steel angle columns braced by the brick masonry party wall. A combination of threaded
rod with plate washers in adhesive and threaded rods with plate washers and beam clamps were used to brace the
existing party wall back to the existing brick masonry cross walls and steel angle columns in the Alumni House.
Work could not occur in the Alumni House, so pockets were made through the existing party wall to facilitate
connection of the threaded rods with plate washers and beam clamps to the existing steel angles. Once the
connection was made, the pockets were infilled solid with brick masonry. A flat steel channel and angle bracing
system located just below the existing floor framing was utilized to brace the existing façade walls to remain.
Once the temporary party wall and façade bracing systems were in place, the existing floor framing could be
removed. This allowed the contractor to demolish all levels of existing floor and roof framing, leaving the tight site
clear for the rebuilding operation and to accommodate the fast-paced construction schedule.
The addition consisted of reinforced CMU shear walls at the perimeter with a CMU wall built tight to the existing brick
party wall to support the new floor and roof framing on. The floors and roof were framed with a system of steel
beams and TJI wood joists to clear span the 21’ – 0” width of the building, while maintaining a shallow floor sandwich
thicknesses of less than 16”. A similar floor and roof framing system was utilized in the existing portion of the
building; however, the steel beams were spliced at the third point to facilitate the beams being able to pocket into
an existing brick masonry wall on both sides.
The CMU shear walls were supported on reinforced concrete foundation walls and wall footings at the north and a
portion of the west elevations. The remaining portion of the west elevation wall footing and east elevation wall
footing at the new CMU wall adjacent to the existing party wall required underpinning due to the adjacent building
directly to the east and west.
One of the highlights of the building was the north wall, which features a two-story glass curtain wall system that
wraps the northwest corner and is supported by second floor framing. Architecturally, a column in the northwest
corner was not desired, so cantilevered steel floor framing was used at the third floor, which also laterally braced the
curtain wall system. At the completion of the new floor and roof framing installation, the temporary façade bracing
steel was cut and removed, while the party wall bracing remained in place.
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Northwest corner with clear corner

North elevation

South Elevation Along Locust Walk (salvaged historic facade)
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