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"For Bergson, the image is some moment between the thing and the idea. For Sartre, 
it is an act. They both conceive the image not as a static object, but as dynamic ac-
tion, and I find this elastic definition useful, precisely if we want to escape the frames 
given by the separation of different media.  So, by "image," I do not imply any specific 
medium. In other words, drawings can produce images, but so can our imagination 
and our memory...A drawing can change the way we perceive the world as well as a 
realized building."   
      - Philip Ursprung, PLAT Journal: Issue 2.5 

Henri Bergson Jean Paul Sartre



"The single family house problem is, in part, 
that of balancing the requirements for group, 
living with the particular requirements of in-
dividuals as they are affected by the group"

- Lewis Mumford



Abstract

Architecture is a dilemma of transforming complex 
desires into compelling forms.  It stands to reason, 
then, that to better understand the desires of a user 
might produce a more compelling form.  This is an 
investigation into the process of design, wherein nar-
ratives are constructed as a productive tool for inno-
vation.  These narratives are the synthesis of both the 
desires of the client and the discriminations of the 
designer. 

Eschewing the conception of the architect as a mys-
tic, this thesis begins with an investigation into how 
we represent complex Architectural ideas to a client. 
It begins a process, or framework, through which a 
project can be conceived. It both demands that the 
client shed preconceived, and potentially erroneous,  
associations between desires and design, to get to a 
more pure understanding of the needs of a client. 

The hope is that by rendering Architectural intention 
less opaque, we might come to a better understand-
ing of the desires of a client, and thus create a new 
way of practicing; wherein neither client nor archi-
tect rely on a pre-defined set of formal solutions for a 
constantly evolving problem. 

The single-family home is the programmatic basis 
for this investigation. Few other programs illicit as 
robust and divergent desires than the home. 

It's not that architecture is in the pursuit of creating 
narratives. But rather, it's that the process of design 
is one wherein the creation of a compelling narrative 
has the potential to produce innovative work.  And 
important to the construction of that narrative is the 
productive engagement of the client. 
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THIS IS A STATIC IMAGE

Architecture is a mediator, both in physical and metaphysical terms. It 
mediates between the narrative desires of the public, thrust against the 
formal narrative of the designer. And the judgement of built work is often 
based on the architect’s ability to mediate these two positions. 

In effect, design innovation can be seen as the successful mediation 
between the narratives of the public and the narrative of the architect. So to 
understand the public narrative more concretely can be seen as an inherent 
benefit to design. The dilemma for the architect, however, is that the 
public’s narrative is often clouded by an association to an idealized image. 
And often, and architect is asked to either re-represent that image, or re-
represent the architect’s previous work. 

By dissociating public narrative from the idealized image, the architect can 
be liberated from the task of re-representation. But even more productive, 
in this codifying of public narrative, the architect now has a more 
tangible framework through which to push against. In the same way an 
architect’s narrative seeks out productive frictions from site constraints, 
programmatic needs, or budget, narrative has an equally actionable 
potential. 

Looking to the home as a place for narrative investigation, this thesis 
proposes a new process for design. Taking a cue from the success of the 
custom home model, the first step of this process establishes a new kind 
of interface between client and architect. It’s an interface that suggests 
customizability but deliberately eschews the correlation between client 
desires to idealized images. It takes the best parts of the custom home 
model (this idea of personalization), but impregnates the customization 
process with architectural intention. And rather than being an 
essentialist construct that seeks to please the largest possible public, 
this interface is heavily authored and edited to reflect my politics as a 
designer and as an architect. 

The interface, in effect, is a highly curated representation of narratives 
that I have found to hold productive frictions against my own agenda as 
a designer. In attempting to trigger a perceptual shift in the client, this 
heuristic process is equally beneficial to the designer. 

Manifesto



THIS IS A STATIC IMAGE

When a client comes to an architect, the conversation usually begins 
over clippings from Dwell or Architectural Digest or even the designers 
own work. At that point, the client has already made the leap between 
joining their particular narrative to a pre-defined image. What the 
interface seeks to suggest to the client is that narrative desires don’t 
necessarily need to correspond to idealized images.  And it is necessarily 
this image gap between identifying narrative desires in the client, and 
developing a new project, that I find to be incredibly productive. 

Henri Bergson said that image is some moment between the idea and the 
thing. Jean Paul Sartre said image is an act. And as Philip Ursprung pointed 
out in the most recent issue of PLAT Journal, both of these philosophers 
“conceive the image not as a static object, but as dynamic action.”

Not to belabor this thesis with French philosophical ideas of the 20th 
century, but for certain, the discipline of architecture has always sought 
to mold, frame, or unpack design intuition. And I’m attempting to 
take back the image of narrative as a more useful tool for architectural 
intuition. So by deliberately representing narrative through the absence 
of an idealized image, but rather through abstract, semi-diagrammatic 
images, I’ve codified a narrative (or a set of narratives) in the client that 
can be leveraged as a more potent incubator of design intuition, rather 
than a static transmission of idealized images.

Design intuition, then, can be seen as impregnated with the narrative 
desires of the client. And this should be seen as a liberation to designers. 
And the hope, then, is that I’ve created a system wherein I can more 
accurately judge what is intuition, what is innovation, and what is cliché. 

Through constructing narratives as a means to produce design solutions, 
we create a more productive framework for judgement—Both for the public 
and the architect. 
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The narratives are spatialized within this narrative matrix. The matrix can be seen as my 

own discriminations on how I view domesticity; and the narratives that I'm cataloguing 

represent the ones I find useful to the design process. 

NARRATIVE TRIGGERS
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This is by no means an essentialist construct. In fact, 
it's very much an expression of my agency as a design-
er.  The narratives are organized through a categoriza-
tion strategy that establishes the basic framework for 
how I formally unpack each a particular narrative trigger.  
Each narrative trigger sits within its own particular for-
mal purview.  And it's in the deliberate clashing of these 
triggers, that productive frictions for design are created.

NARRATIVE MATRIX
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The left side of the diagram represents the 'narrative triggers' that are given to the 
client. These triggers are designed to illicit a more profound understanding of the re-
lationships between space and desire.  The cards, flat and monochromatic in nature, 
are intended to divorce the user from associating desire to idealized imagery of Dwell 
Magazine or Architectural Digest or the like. It's a linguistic tool set that should help 
the client more concretely understand their needs. 

From the point in which the client begins to identify their needs through the use of 
these triggers, what I see 'behind' these triggers is a set of diagrams. The diagrams 
themselves are pre-defined conceptions for how I view these narrative desires through 
architectural form; a solution, so-to-speak. The intention is that in the process of com-
bining narrative triggers, these solutions push against each other, eventually produc-
ing new outputs. 

This being a process tool, it's important to understand that the diagrams, the solu-
tions, can always change. Certainly, with experience and with the nature of life, our 
intentions, priorities, and attitudes change. This tool, however, should be simply seen 
as a design infrastructure through which to begin a process. Like the New York City 
grid, it's designed to allow for evolving solutions. 

NARRATIVE TRIGGERS SOLUTIONS
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He had no built work.  Just out of school, 
how was he to convince someone to hire 

him? How could he build a manifesto? And 
really, how would he convince the public to 
take part in the building of this manifesto? 

He couldn’t understand how his client 
didn’t appreciate the subtle genious of 

his design intuitions. 

What was so difficult? He showed him 
what he wanted. Just make it. 
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metaphysical terms. It mediates between the 
narrative desires of the public, thrust against 
the formal narrative of the designer. And the 
judgement of built work is often based on 
the architect’s ability to mediate these two 
positions. 

In effect, design innovation can be seen as the 
successful mediation between the narratives 
of the public and the narrative of the architect. 
So to understand the public narrative more 
concretely can be seen as an inherent benefit 
to design. The dilemma for the architect, 
however, is that the public’s narrative is often 
clouded by an association to an idealized 
image. And often, and architect is asked to 
either re-represent that image, or re-represent 
the architect’s previous work. 

By dissociating public narrative from the 
idealized image, the architect can be liberated 
from the task of re-representation. But 

even more productive, in this codifying of 
public narrative, the architect now has a 
more tangible framework through which to 
push against. In the same way an architect’s 
narrative seeks out productive frictions from 
site constraints, programmatic needs, or 
budget, narrative has an equally actionable 
potential. 

Looking to the home as a place for narrative 
investigation, this thesis proposes a new 
process for design. Taking a cue from the 
success of the custom home model, the first 
step of this process establishes a new kind 
of interface between client and architect. It’s 
an interface that suggests customizability 
but deliberately eschews the correlation 
between client desires to idealized images. 
It takes the best parts of the custom home 
model (this idea of personalization), but 
impregnates the customization process with 
architectural intention. And rather than being 
an essentialist construct that seeks to please 

the largest possible public, this interface is 
heavily authored and edited to reflect my 
politics as a designer and as an architect. 

The interface, in effect, is a highly curated 
representation of narratives that I have found 
to hold productive frictions against my own 
agenda as a designer. In attempting to trigger 
a perceptual shift in the client, this heuristic 
process is equally beneficial to the designer. 

 When a client comes to an architect, the 
conversation usually begins over clippings 
from Dwell or Architectural Digest or even 
the designers own work. At that point, the 
client has already made the leap between 
joining their particular narrative to a pre-
defined image. What the interface seeks to 
suggest to the client is that narrative desires 
don’t necessarily need to correspond to 
idealized images.  And it is necessarily this 
image gap between identifying narrative 
desires in the client, and developing a 

new project, that I find to be incredibly 
productive. 

Henri Bergson said that image is some moment 
between the idea and the thing. Jean Paul 
Sartre said image is an act. And as Philip 
Ursprung pointed out in the most recent issue 
of PLAT Journal, both of these philosophers 
“conceive the image not as a static object, but 
as dynamic action.”

Not to belabor this thesis with French 
philosophical ideas of the 20th century, but 
for certain, the discipline of architecture 
has always sought to mold, frame, or unpack 
design intuition. And I’m attempting to 
take back the image of narrative as a more 
useful tool for architectural intuition. So by 
deliberately representing narrative through 
the absence of an idealized image, but 
rather through abstract, semi-diagrammatic 
images, I’ve codified a narrative (or a set of 
narratives) in the client that can be leveraged 

as a more potent incubator of design 
intuition, rather than a static transmission of 
idealized images.

Design intuition—then—can be seen as 
impregnated with the narrative desires of the 
client. And this should be seen as a liberation 
to designers. And the hope—then—is that I’ve 
created a system wherein I can more accurately 
judge what is intuition, what is innovation, and 
what is cliché. 

Through tying architectural intuition more 
closely to narrative, we can establish a new, 
more transparent, more productive framework 
for judgement--Both for the public and the 
architect. 
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useful tool for architectural intuition. So by 
deliberately representing narrative through 
the absence of an idealized image, but 
rather through abstract, semi-diagrammatic 
images, I’ve codified a narrative (or a set of 
narratives) in the client that can be leveraged 

as a more potent incubator of design 
intuition, rather than a static transmission of 
idealized images.

Design intuition—then—can be seen as 
impregnated with the narrative desires of the 
client. And this should be seen as a liberation 
to designers. And the hope—then—is that I’ve 
created a system wherein I can more accurately 
judge what is intuition, what is innovation, and 
what is cliché. 

Through tying architectural intuition more 
closely to narrative, we can establish a new, 
more transparent, more productive framework 
for judgement--Both for the public and the 
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He had no built work.  Just out of school, 
how was he to convince someone to hire 
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however, is that the public’s narrative is often 
clouded by an association to an idealized 
image. And often, and architect is asked to 
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By dissociating public narrative from the 
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from the task of re-representation. But 
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more tangible framework through which to 
push against. In the same way an architect’s 
narrative seeks out productive frictions from 
site constraints, programmatic needs, or 
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investigation, this thesis proposes a new 
process for design. Taking a cue from the 
success of the custom home model, the first 
step of this process establishes a new kind 
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an interface that suggests customizability 
but deliberately eschews the correlation 
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 When a client comes to an architect, the 
conversation usually begins over clippings 
from Dwell or Architectural Digest or even 
the designers own work. At that point, the 
client has already made the leap between 
joining their particular narrative to a pre-
defined image. What the interface seeks to 
suggest to the client is that narrative desires 
don’t necessarily need to correspond to 
idealized images.  And it is necessarily this 
image gap between identifying narrative 
desires in the client, and developing a 
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productive. 
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between the idea and the thing. Jean Paul 
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client. And this should be seen as a liberation 
to designers. And the hope—then—is that I’ve 
created a system wherein I can more accurately 
judge what is intuition, what is innovation, and 
what is cliché. 

Through tying architectural intuition more 
closely to narrative, we can establish a new, 
more transparent, more productive framework 
for judgement--Both for the public and the 
architect. 
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He had no built work.  Just out of school, 
how was he to convince someone to hire 

him? How could he build a manifesto? And 
really, how would he convince the public to 
take part in the building of this manifesto? 

He couldn’t understand how his client 
didn’t appreciate the subtle genious of 

his design intuitions. 

What was so difficult? He showed him 
what he wanted. Just make it. 
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clouded by an association to an idealized 
image. And often, and architect is asked to 
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the architect’s previous work. 

By dissociating public narrative from the 
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more tangible framework through which to 
push against. In the same way an architect’s 
narrative seeks out productive frictions from 
site constraints, programmatic needs, or 
budget, narrative has an equally actionable 
potential. 
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investigation, this thesis proposes a new 
process for design. Taking a cue from the 
success of the custom home model, the first 
step of this process establishes a new kind 
of interface between client and architect. It’s 
an interface that suggests customizability 
but deliberately eschews the correlation 
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representation of narratives that I have found 
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image gap between identifying narrative 
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productive. 

Henri Bergson said that image is some moment 
between the idea and the thing. Jean Paul 
Sartre said image is an act. And as Philip 
Ursprung pointed out in the most recent issue 
of PLAT Journal, both of these philosophers 
“conceive the image not as a static object, but 
as dynamic action.”

Not to belabor this thesis with French 
philosophical ideas of the 20th century, but 
for certain, the discipline of architecture 
has always sought to mold, frame, or unpack 
design intuition. And I’m attempting to 
take back the image of narrative as a more 
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(A)



The office, the city, the neighborhood; it all seemed to be ruled by a 
similar tyranny  of ordered disorder. He needed an esca—Hey, the 

circus is in town!  

INTERNAL WORLD



He needed people to know who he was.  And image was ev-
erything. Mostly because he understood that humans were 

innately shallow creatures.  But once he understood that—the 
power of image—he wielded it with great control and vision.  

He knew who he was. He just wanted others to know. 
Post-haste.

THE HOME ICON



They had stuff.  Lots and lots of stuff.  The stuff repre-
sented them and their history together.  Most impor-
tantly, the stuff was a visual reminder to them the 
changes they either made, or still needed to make. 

INSIDE>OUTSIDE



$/SF
mass
type

neighborhood
metrics

She was sick of ‘loft living.’ It was usually just a euphemism 
for ‘poorly-finished apartment the costs a lot.’  She just 

wanted a place to call her own. Maybe she’d stay there for a 
while. Maybe she’d end up teaching  English in Japan, like she 

always wanted to.   

RE-SELLABILITY



ADAPTABLE OVER TIME

They were eager to start their life. They weren’t totally sure 
what life would throw them. But they were willing to adapt. 

That was life, after-all; a series of moments that we choose to 
either let affect us or not.  They were content and confident in 

the moment. That was for certain.



The Audi. The iPhone. The Nespresso instant espresso 
maker. The 150k ride on their carbon-fiber bikes.  Technol-
ogy and culture are inextricably linked.  Why should their 

home be any different?

DYNAMIC ENVELOPE



SPATIAL BUFFER

If they had to hear the sadistic tweets of Angry Birds one more 
time, they were sure their world would decend to madness.  But 

what could they do? The kids did their homework. This is how they 
wanted to spend their free time. Luckily separation didn’t neces-

sarily mean a complete divorce from contact.   



Economy of space is the name of the game. Programmed 
spaces flank one another. No square foot goes un-used 
and no square foot is without intention. One program 

leads into the next, like a kalidescope of activity.

TIGHT FIT



Individuality and collective are dealt with more evenhandely.  There 
is a space for each individual, as well as a space for the collective.  

Spatial independence cultivates individuality. Collective space 
brings together the individuals.

THE INDIVIDUAL,  THE COLLECTIVE



Building particular bonds through spatial relationships.  Siblings 
are given space to develop particular relationships, while parents 

are given their independent space.  There is a purposeful divide 
between private and public, that at the turn of a corner, can 

switch from a home for the individual to a home for the collective.

THE INDIVIDUAL, THE UNIT, 
THE COLLECTIVE



MULTIPURPOSE SPACE 

The multipurpose space is tacitly a way to make more use from 
the same square feet by packing varied program together. Inher-
ent in the multipurpose space, however, exists an instigation of 
group interaction. The multipurpose room is seen as a device to 
frame relationships and bonds through not only group activity, 
but also through applying a heterogeneous set of programatic 

requirements in a homogeneous space.   



LOOSE FIT

It’s a simple diagram...moments of specificity in a sea of flexible 
space.  People are free to form their spatial relationships as they 
see fit. Form is less prescriptive. But the individual has her own 

space, and group space is flexible.



She spent most her free time cultivating and managing the lush 
array of flora. When he wasn’t writing, he was teaching his 

daughter how to throw a curve.  They ordered out a lot. 

HOUSE=LAND 



Transparency is tantamount.  As an affect It evokes human 
sociability and formal ephemerality. It floods the space with 
light and errodes the line between what is conditioned envi-

ronment and what is outdoor environment.

TRANSPARENCY 



Form actively instigates individuality.  It is accepted that architec-
tural form establishes habits and has a definable affect on its 

inhabitants.  Form in this sense is tailored to the individual. Re-
sulting space is seen as having a direct relation to the subject’s 

idiosyncrasies. 

SPACE SHAPES INDIVIDUAL



Thanksgiving; everyone at the table. Conflicts always seemed 
to arise. But they could always count on the fireplace to medi-
ate emotions.  After all, there was no head of the fireplace. It 
was as much grandpa’s as it was mine.  It provided warmth.  

IDEALIC IMAGE



He understood that he could not conquer the 
mountain...but he could capture it...while making eggs 

for the kids. 

NATURE v CULTURE



He couldn’t explain it. He just needed to get away. But he 
couldn’t leave the house. He needed to smell the wetness of fall 
seep through the windows.  He needed to feel the winter con-
firm his solace. He needed to see the spring bring him back to 

life.  And he needed summer to pour over him like a warm bath. 
He needed this routine to confirm his humanity. 

A COLLECTION OF SENSORAL EVENTS



It felt like such an unnecessary demand to meet.  But 
conformation is a relative endeavor. They never said 

what the house had to look like on the inside... 

SHAPE v SPACE 



VALUE=SPACE(UTILITY+MATERIALITY)

Keeping up with the Jones? The Jones didn’t stand a chance...      



He liked his neighbor.  But only on occasion.  Nosy. Gossipy. 
Fine.  He liked those things too. But only in moderation, and 

on his own terms. He certainly didn’t want other people 
knowing about his obsession singing Springsteen in the 

buff.

ARTICULATED PRIVACY



He shopped at the GAP, primarily.  But he found that saving up 
for that one, beautiful jacket from Armani could do wonders to 
revitalize the other-wise utilitarian wardrobe he had amassed.  
That sweater that mom gave him last Christmas looked surpris-

ingly sharp in contrast to his sleek, new Armani coat.

UPGRADES



They read books. They talked philosophy. But at the end of 
the day, it was important to quantify things, 

concretely...Eating organic was important to their family. But 
so was saving money. They said goodbye to Whole Foods and 

hello to the new Trader Joe’s. 

HOME=$=SF+MATERIALS

$/SF

=

home value



“Good design means going back to fundamentals: 

a child at work in a stable and reassuring world; a 

pair of lovers at play in a room where the scent of 

lilacs may creep through the window, or the shrill 

piping of crickets be heard in the garden below.”

    -Lewis Mumford

Leveraging  Narrative In Design



The Good



The Bad



The Not-So-Bad



The Ugly



The More Ugly



Strategies In Manipulating The Threshold

Through the act of designing within this system, I have come 
away with an understanding of how I operate. In effect, the 
process becomes a Rorschach test for both the client and the 
designer.  And for this designer, I have become more aware 
that I am particularly interested in thresholds as an archi-
tectural device. That in accentuating thresholds through a 
series of different architectural techniques, I'm trying to es-
tablish — through built form — narrative continuities and 
discontinuities. Through strategies of lighting surfaces, 
exaggerating sectional differences, sheering volumes as a 
way to establish not only voyeuristic moments, but also es-
tablish a simultaneity of individuality and collectivity, or 
simply using thresholds as a billboard, I have begun to col-
lect a dynamic set of formal strategies that can help me in-
vestigate more aggressively narratives through architecture. 

In a sense, we can see the manipulation of thresholds as al-
most the bounding frame of a comic strip. The frame first 
dictates how we read the story. It establishes both disrup-
tions and continuities within the narrative while keeping 
the process of legibility cohesive and accessible. The art of 
a comic frame is as didactic as the story it aims to tell. If 
we begin to see architecture as the frames for the physical 
manifestation of narratives, we can begin to understand how 
architecture can play a more active roll in creating habits 
and affecting the subject in profound and deliberate ways. 













Though it began as a representational proj-
ect, it seemed clear that I had to test the 
model to see what it produced. The follow-
ing series of case study homes were pro-
duced in order to better understand both 
how this interface can work and how it can 
operate as a generative tool for formal dis-
coveries. 

The following homes are a the products of 
randomly selected narrative triggers, put 
into play on a normative site in Houston, 
TX. The plot size is 50'x100'.  Without even 
involving an actual client, it was interest-
ing to see what forms the process produced 
even in its most binary state. 

The strategy was to both design through 
one single narrative, and then progressively 
add more to the mix as an attempt to see if I 
could track design innovations throughout 
the projects as one carried over to the next. 
Was I creating design intelligence? It was 
certainly educational. 

Case Study Homes



In a recent interview in PLAT Journal, Phil-
ip Ursprung closed with this: "How can the 
designer say 'I' in what he or she is doing? 
How can you put the cards on the table? 
How can a failed design partake in the per-
ception of architecture? How can others 
learn from your failure? Similarly, how can 
experimental architecture still work? How 
can the conditions and the agenda of the de-
signer be brought into play? Can one build 
a manifesto?"

The hope is that through tying architectural 
intuition more closely to narrative, we can 
establish a more transparent, more produc-
tive framework for judgement—Both for 
the public and the architect.
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This thesis could be concluded as almost a 
'meta-thesis.' In my search to create a new rep-
resentational language for how we speak to 
clients, I came away with a new understanding 
for my own latent discriminations as a design-
er.  And more importantly, I began to under-
stand how to leverage those discriminations 
more usefully.  To understand your own hab-
its as a designer, to be more aware of yourself, 
allows you to more intuitively and effectively 
identify when in your designs are cliche and 
what is innovation.  

Architecture creates narratives, whether we 
want them to or not.  Though the narratives 
they create are often not the intended direc-
tion the designer might have had in mind. 

I'm reminded of the phenomena between late 
Modernist urban planning and skate-boarding 
culture. The hyper-designed, manufactured 
landscapes of the Modernist city served as 
the incubator for the development of modern 
skateboarding culture. Certainly, it's naive to 
assume that these kinds of phenomena could 
be anticipated as an architect conceiving of a 
design. But it begs the question, if we under-
stand desire more precisely, can we not pro-
duce more innovative solutions to these con-
stantly changing parameters?

Conclusion Design is an ever-evolving process. But so of-
ten, architects find themselves repeating the 
design decisions of past projects. These design 
decisions often become more a logo than a so-
lution or an innovation. The design drifts from 
Architecture to billboard.  

Where as the failure of Functionalism found 
itself forcing design into a solution-based, bi-
nary operation, ultimately reducing the prac-
tice to a technocratic venture, the more recent 
Dubai-era demanded that architecture simply 
become a folly; a tool for capital. 

We must make the case for Architecture again. 
And by tying architecture to narrative, we can 
begin to have a more productive  conversation 
with the greater public. 

It's easy to demonstrate how bad design can 
have bad effects on a subject. We can clearly 
see that, for example, a solitary confinement 
cell produces a very definite and destructive 
emotion for the subject.  It is a design after all. 
It's a designed tool for alienation, subjugation, 
and dehumanization. 

More difficult, however, is to convince the 
public that great design can produce positive 
effects on culture. By talking about design 
through narrative desires, we can more effec-
tively convince the public that these abstract 
notions of design, affect, and form are actu-
ally profoundly important to our experiences 
as humans. We are creatures of habit, after all. 
And the space around us help to create those 
habits. It's our job as architects to take that re-
ality seriously. And part of that job is how we 
represent ourselves. 




