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Minnesota Court of Appeals Upholds 
Designat~on of Handicraft Guild Building 

The Minnesota Court of 
Appeals has affirmed in part 
and reversed in part a decision 
by the City of Minneapolis to 
designate the Handicraft 
Guild Building and an adja
cent building as historic 
landmarks. While the court 
found that substantial evi
dence in the record supported 
the City's decision to designate 
the Handicraft Guild Building, 
which once housed one of the 
country's leading Arts and 
Crafts organizations, it con
cluded that the evidence was 
insufficient to support the his
toric designation of the adja
cent building, which is said to 
have been used by the Guild 
as additional studio space. 
(Handicraft Block Limited Part
nership v. City of Minneapolis, 
No. C2-98-2237 (Minn. App. 
Sept. 19, 2000) (unpublished).) 

I n 1998, the Minnesota City 
Council approved the landmark 
designation of two buildings 

associated with the Handicraft 
Guild, one of the oldest Arts and 
Crafts organizations in the United 
States. The Handicraft Guild Build
ing, located at 89-91 South Tenth 
Street, once served as the headquar
ters for the Handicraft Guild and 

was used to conduct lectures and 
exhibit the work of artisans associ
ated with the Arts and Crafts 
movement. The neighboring struc
ture, located at 1004 Marquette 
Avenue, is believed to have been 
used by the Handicraft Guild as 
studio space. For landmark designa
tion purposes, the city treated both 
structures as a single building. 

Handicraft Block Limited Part
nership, appealed the landmark 
designation of the two structures to 
the Minnesota Court of Appeals on 
the grounds that the city's decision 
was not supported by substantial 
evidence. The Court of Appeals, in 
a 1999 ruling, concluded that it 
lacked jurisdiction to review the 
city's decision. The court deter
mined that the case was not re
viewable on a writ of certiorari 
because historic designations are 
"quasi-legislative" under the factors 
set forth in Minnesota Ctr. for 
Envtl. Advocacy v. Metropolitan 
Council, 587 N.W.2d 838 (Minn. 
1999). See Handicraft Block Ltd. 
Partnership v. City of Minneapolis, 
598 N.W.2d 420 (Minn. App. 
1999)[18 PLR 1229]. The Minnesota 
Supreme Court, however, reversed 
that decision in Handicraft Block 
Ltd. Partnership v. City of Minnea
polis, 611 N.W.2d 16 (Minn. 
2000)[19 PLR 1056]. The high court 
concluded that the designations 
were "quasi-judicial," even though 
made by the Minneapolis City 
Council, because the designations 
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involved a binding decision apply
ing a prescribed standard to a spe
cific set of facts . As a result, the 
Supreme Court concluded that the 
Court of Appeals had jurisdiction to 
review the city's landmark designa
tion of the two structures and re
manded the case accordingly. 

In considering the partnership's 
claim after the remand, the Court of 
Appeals concluded that "there is 
substantial evidence to support the 
city's finding that the Handicraft 
Guild Building, located at 89-91 
South Tenth Street, is significant 
under one of the primary designa
tion considerations as 'an example 
of the religious and cultural devel
opment of Minneapolis."' In reach
ing its decision on this issue, the 
court noted that nu-

and "the property is economically 
and physically sound." According to 
the court, "!t]he planning depart
ment report and public hearing 
transcripts indicate that the city 
considered community health and 
safety issues and economic and 
physical soundness in deciding to 
designate the Handicraft Guild 
Buildings (sic)." 

In upholding the city's designa
tion of the Handicraft Guild Build
ing, the Court of Appeals rejected 
the plaintiff's contention that the 
city had erred, as a matter of law, 
because it had failed to make find
ings of fact in support of its deci
sion. The court reasoned that the 
city had not acted arbitrarily and 
capriciously, even though it had not 

made any specific 
merous citizens and 
organizations had 
testified in favor of 
designating the build
ings. It also observed 
that the Minneapolis 
City Planning Report, 
based on a study con
ducted by Landscape 

The court noted that findings, because "the 

numerous citizens 
and organizations 
had testified in fa
vor of designating 
the buildings. 

record shows that the 
city engaged in rea
soned decision
making and ade
quately reflects the 
basis for the city's 
designation of the 

Research, along with testimony 
from the State Historic Preservation 
Officer and the Preservation Alli
ance of Minnesota, documented the 
historical and cultural importance 
of the Handicraft Guild Building 
within the city and State of Minne
sota respectively. The only testi
mony in opposition to the designa
tion came from the plaintiff, Handi
craft Limited Partnership, Inc. 

In addition to satisfying at least 
one of the city's primary designa
tion criteria, the court also found 
the city's designation of the Handi
craft Guild Building met the re
quirements that "the candidate 
property is not hazardous to the 
community's health and safety;" 

Handicraft Guild 
Building." 

In contrast to its ruling regard
ing the Guild Building, the court 
found that substantial evidence did 
not support the city's designation of 
the 1004 Marquette Avenue build
ing. The Court of Appeals con
cluded that "there [was] no evidence 
in the record indicating the Arts 
and Crafts Guild operated or func
tioned in the 1004 Marquette Ave
nue building." It stated that, 
"!d]espite assertions that the build
ing was constructed to provide the 
guild with additional studio space 
and the city's consistent treatment 
of both buildings as a single build
ing for preservation-designation 
purposes, the record is devoid of 
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evidence that the 1004 Marquette 
Avenue building is culturally or 
historically significant." 

Finally, the Court of Appeals 
rejected the plaintiff's remaining 
claim that the city had committed 
an error of law by failing to comply 
with a requirement in the Minnea
polis City Ordinance that requires 
the preparation of guidelines for 
buildings designated for heritage 
preservation. The court explained 
that the city was not required, 
under the ordinance, to prepare the 
guidelines until after the designa
tion of a building. 

Analysis. Courts generally defer 
to the decisions of city council 
members to designate historic 
landmarks and districts, regardless 
of whether they are viewed as 
"quasi -legislative" or "quasi
judicial." As in this case, historic 
designations typically result from 
reports generated by applicants, 
staff of the historic preservation 
commission, and testimony of 
interested organizations with spe
cial expertise in the area. Lacking 
special expertise in historic preser
vation, courts are not inclined to 

second-guess actual decisions made 
regarding the historical significance 
of property; instead, courts tend to 
focus on the process applied in 
making a designation decision. 

In this case, however, an excep
tion occurred. From the court's 
perspective, the testimony and 
reports in the record focused almost 
exclusively on the Handicraft Guild 
Building; as a result, the evidence in 
support of the designation of the 
neighboring structure was deemed 
insufficient. While this decision 
ultimately may be viewed as an 
anomaly in the context of historic 
designation case law, it nonetheless 
provides a useful reminder that 
careful documentation of every 
building's significance is important 
in the designation of historic land
marks. 

[Gary VanCleve, Esq. of Blooming
ton, Minnesota, represented Handi
craft Block Limited Partnership. 
Carol E. Lansing, Esq. of Minneapo
lis, represented the City of Minnea
polis.] 
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