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the not so big house  
has sold over 400,000 
copies since it was first 
published in 1998 and is 
widely acknowledged as 
the quintessential book 
in homebuilding and 
design. The author’s “build-

better-not-bigger” message has been embraced by a 
generation of readers who are looking for alternatives 
to soulless, oversized houses in sprawling subdivisions.
	 Ten years later, the message is even more relevant. 
This special anniversary edition includes a new 
introduction and an additional chapter that features 
a number of new Not So Big houses whose owners 
were inspired by the original book. Focusing on houses 
that value quality over quantity and that emphasize 
comfort, beauty, and a high level of detail, this new 
edition of the home-design classic is sure to be 
treasured by fans of Sarah Susanka and embraced by  
a new generation of readers.

“Sarah Susanka shows how to 
downsize the dream house  
without diminishing the dream.”
	 —the washington post
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W
henever I pick up a book for the

first time, I turn straight to the ac-

knowledgments. I’m always im-

pressed by all the people who have

provided inspiration and helped the author as  semble

thetomeinhand.Now,as Inear theendof thisbook’s

production, I too am in a position to extend thanks

to all those who have made this book possible. 

First, I wish to acknowledge the debt I owe to

Christopher Alexander and his colleagues at the

University of California, Berkeley. Their remarkable

book, A Pattern Language, published in 1977, struck

me early in my education as the most appropriate

way to think about architectural design, buildings,

and the people who inhabit them. It is largely as a

result of their work, which has provided inspiration

for a generation of architects, that I came to write

my own book.

Next, I want to thank all my past partners and col-

leagues at SALA Architects, Inc. There’s a firmly

held myth in the architecture profession that you

can’t make a living designing homes. The success of

this firm is living proof that you can. Most of the 

images in the book come from the work of my 

colleagues. The individuals responsible for each 

project illustrated, together with the names of the

photographers, are listed in the credits at the back of

the book. Without their creativity and dedication 

to good design, this book would have been greatly

diminished.

I also want to thank architect Robert Gerloff,

once an associate with my old firm. Robert wrote a

pivotal article in the 1980s for our local AIA

Chapter magazine, Architecture Minnesota. In the
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article, entitled “Bigger Isn’t (necessarily) Better,”

he identified a theme that became a guiding light

for our firm. Although we take on projects of all

shapes and sizes, it was Robert’s insightful article

that made us realize we could interest our clients

in houses with less square footage built with more

care and detail.

A very special thank you to Balthazar and Monica

Korab, who very kindly supplied images of some 

of the landmark homes presented here of Frank

Lloyd Wright, Greene and Greene, and Le Cor-

busier. Balthazar Korab is one of the premier archi-

tectural photographers of his generation, as well as

the father of Christian Korab, whose photographs

also appear throughout the book.

My admiration for the spatial qualities of Prairie

School architecture led me to the work of E. Fay

Jones, whose houses and chapels sing with a beauty

that radiates from within. He inspired me to follow

my heart and design homes that put their emphasis

on beauty and habitability, rather than on unique-

ness. He taught me that it is only through standing

on the shoulders of those masters who have gone

before that we can really learn our craft. His humil-

ity and gentle encouragement of young architects

around the country have been of enormous value.

In the actual making of the book, I want to thank

all the people at The Taunton Press who helped me

through the process. Together with friend, play-

wright, and freelance writer Kira Obolensky, we 

all worked long and hard to make this not only a

beautiful book but also one filled with ideas to help

change the way we design and build houses today.

Kira helped craft my original manuscript into a far

more accessible and readable volume; a better writ-

ing partner would have been hard to find.

And finally, I must thank all the clients and friends

who graciously allowed us to use images of their

homes to illustrate the ideas in this book, as well as

all the builders and craftspeople whose work made

each house sing. Every concept described in this

book evolved out of a need to find a solution to a

problem presented by a client or clients over the

past 25 years. Through their generosity, others are

being given the opportunity to learn from their ex-

periences. Thank you all, and may your homes live

up to your dreams and continue to nurture the lives

of your families for many decades to come. ■
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t’s been 10 years since I wrote The

Not So Big House, ten years that

have had a profound impact on the

lives of the thousands of people

who’ve implemented Not So Big

design principles in their own

homes. Those 10 years have also seen changes in

my own life that I could never have predicted. My

vocation has changed from that of a residential

architect who occasionally writes and speaks in

public to that of a writer and public speaker who

occasionally designs houses. And I’ve become the

leader of a Not So Big movement that is changing

the way people around the world think about what

really matters in their homes, their communities,

and their lives.

There are now six books in the Not So Big House

series, as well as another called The Not So Big Life,

which explains how to apply these same principles

to the architecture of our lives. Everywhere I go I

hear from enthusiastic fans who tell me of the joy

that their new or remodeled home now brings

them, thanks to the ideas they gleaned from these

books. Architects, designers, builders, and remodel-

ers also thank me for having written a series of

books that allows their clients to readily understand

the importance of good design and construction.

The public is slowly but surely coming to under-

stand that quality matters far more than quantity,

and that the feeling of home can be found not

through mere size but through thoughtful design,

personalization, and attention to detail.

There are also signs that the housing industry is

starting to get the Not So Big message. Data col-

lected each year by the National Association of

Homebuilders indicate that the average size of a

new home in the United States has finally started to

level off (at just under 2,500 sq. ft.). Homeowners

are making tradeoffs, with higher quality trumping

additional space. More than 40% of new homes are

now built without a living room, and for the com-

ing decade design and sustainability are cited as two

of the most important features for a new home. 

I like to think that the Not So Big House series has

helped to turn this tide. By simply encouraging

homeowners to have the courage of their own con-

victions and build only the spaces they know they

will use, the focus has changed from the quantity of

space to the quality of design.

My journey as emissary of the Not So Big message

began just a few weeks after the book was published

in 1998 when it shot up to number one on

Amazon.com. The phone began to ring off the

hook as reporter after reporter wanted to know why

x i
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homeowners might actually choose to downsize.

DOWNSIZE? Isn’t that un-American? But they

were fascinated, too. It was an entirely new notion,

at least at the end of the 1990s. A month or two

later, Charlie Rose called, then Diane Rehm, then

Oprah. They all wanted to know what this “quality

over quantity” message was all about and who 

all these people were who were responding so posi-

tively to this clarion call.

I wondered, too, for a few months, and then the

answer came in the form of an article on “Cultural

Creatives” by sociologist Dr. Paul Ray. Ray 

identified a heretofore hidden segment of the pop-

ulation, more than 50 million strong, who were dis-

enchanted with the values reflected in the mass

media. Cultural Creatives were looking instead for

ways to live responsibly, sustainably, and meaning-

fully. He identified that, among other things, 

members of this group were looking for homes that

were smaller, beautifully designed, energy efficient,

and unpretentious.

Without knowing it, by focusing on how to make

our homes more sustainable and more an expression

of who we really are, I’d struck a chord with almost

a quarter of the population. The words “not so big”

said it all in one simple, memorable phrase. The

mystery of the book’s catapult to success was

instantly clear to me.

Because I’d believed so strongly in these issues

myself, I’d attracted readers who recognized the

importance of those same values in their own lives.

Today, just a decade later, these values are no longer

seen as odd or extreme. We accept that global

warming is an issue we need to address collectively.

We’ve begun to discuss in the mainstream media

how to reestablish planetary balance. And we’re

even starting to look at ourselves and at how to

address our own overcommitment and exhaus-

tion—that’s the topic of The Not So Big Life. The

point is this, and it’s the theme that underlies the

entire Not So Big approach: Sustainability begins at

home. It begins with you.

In fact, Not So Big is the very first step in sus-

tainability. When the place where we live—both

our house and our life—is right-sized for the way we



really live and for the things that really matter to us,

we are ourselves in balance. We feel it daily, and we

reflect that equilibrium in everything we do. The

more of us who live this way, the more the message

will spread. It’s contagious. And once you’ve tried it

by employing Not So Big principles in your own

life, you’ll never go back.

That’s really what this book is about: livability,

the most important thing of all in finding that illu-

sive sense of home. For this 10th anniversary edi-

tion, I’ve added a new final chapter that showcases

some of the homes that readers, inspired by the

message of Not So Big, have created. They’ve made

houses (both new and remodeled) that are Not So

Big both in sensibility and in livability, and they’ve

each done so in a way that’s uniquely their own.

Whether you’re a new or returning reader, I hope

you’ll enjoy this anniversary edition and that you’ll

come and visit me at www.notsobighouse.com.

When I first began writing The Not So Big House, I

realized that the book was just the seed of the idea

and that the web could be the tree, laden with

information, links, and resources. Together, the

book and website provide everything you need to

make your own home Not So Big, from a profes-

sional directory where you can find architects and

builders in your area, to links to ensure that your

home is built sustainably, to an active Community

Bulletin Board.

My sense is that the changes that have occurred

over the past 10 years are just the tip of the iceberg.

There’s so much more that can be done to improve

the way we design and build our houses, and this

book will, I believe, continue to point the way. As

you read on, I think you’ll agree that Not So Big is

a not so small part of the solution.

Sarah Susanka

Raleigh, North Carolina

July 2008

http://www.notsobighouse.com
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he idea of a Not So Big House, 

a house that favors the quality

of its space over the quantity,

evolved during the 15 years I

practiced architecture in the

Twin Cities. Maybe it was the

1980s that created what I call the “starter

castle” complex—the notion

that houses should be designed

to impress rather than nurture.

More rooms, bigger spaces, and

vaulted ceilings do not neces -

sarily give us what we need in a

home. And when the impulse

for big spaces is combined with

outdated patterns of home 

design and building, the result 

is more often than not a house

that doesn’t work. 

When my former husband and I, both of us archi-

tects, were planning our new house, we knew that

we wanted a home that would inspire us and make

the best use of the money we had to spend. What-

ever we ended up with, we wanted our house to ex-

press the way we actually live. We started the plan-

ning process by considering an addition to our

two-story 1904 four-square. We didn’t live formally,

and the separation between kitchen and living

space meant that we spent all our time in the

kitchen—the tiniest room in the house. To change

that, however, we would have had to add more space,

which would have made our house bigger while leav-

ing half of it still unused. That option didn’t seem

sensible. In fact, it seemed downright wasteful.

I quickly realized that our old

house was designed for a pattern

of life that was fundamentally

different from the way we live

today. So we decided to design

our own house—which would

be Not So Big—with each space

in use every day. And it would

be beautiful. I’ve designed big

houses that are beautiful and

small houses that had tight

budgets; I wanted our house to

combine the beauty of the big house with the ef-

ficiency of the small one. Rather than spend our

budget on square footage we wouldn’t use, we de-

cided to put the money toward making the house

an expression of our personalities.

We knew that by building such a house we would

be going out on a limb, because the institutions that

dictate the value and resale of houses demand all 
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the extra spaces that we knew we would never use.

When we met with the banker and explained that

our new house would have no formal dining room,

he was dubious. But as I described to him my frus-

tration with designing large houses with rarely used 

formal spaces, and my vision to put forward a differ-

ent home model into the marketplace, his demeanor

completely changed. Suddenly, he was telling us

about his own house, a suburban Colonial, and 

admitting that in 25 years his family had never sat 

in the living room. They lived in their family room.

The banker, who at first appeared to be our biggest

obstacle, became our strongest advocate.

So we built our house, and along the way many 

of the ideas that had been percolating in my sub -

conscious came into being. I began to speak locally

and nationally about the concept of the Not So Big

House and found an extraordinary amount of con -

firmation from audiences. Even realtors, who per-

petuate the conventional wisdom of resale require-

ments, were excited by the concept of building Not

So Big. In fact, two realtors—a husband and wife

team—approached me after one lecture and asked

that I design a Not So Big House for them.

This book contains the work of more than 35 

architects and related professionals who I had the

privilege of working with while I was a partner at

the architectural firm in Minnesota. These col-

leagues have worked with thousands of residential

clients over the past 25 years. As a result of all this

work, we get to see the aspirations, the struggles, the

needs, and the realities of people who want new or

remodeled homes. Architects build dreams, but we

also have to help clients reconcile those dreams

with real budgets. A house that favors quality of 
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design over quantity of space satisfies people with

big dreams and not so big budgets far more so than a

house with those characteristics in reverse.

It’s time for a different kind of house. A house that

is more than square footage; a house that is Not So

Big, where each room is used every day. A house with

a floorplan inspired by our informal lifestyle instead

of the way our grandparents lived. A house for the

future that embraces a few well-worn concepts from

the past. A house that expresses our values and our

personalities. It’s time for the Not So Big House.

The Not So Big House isn’t necessarily a small

house. Rather, it’s a smaller house, filled with special

details and designed to accommodate the lifestyles

of its occupants. I’ve discovered living in my own

Not So Big House that the quality of my life has im-

proved. I’m surrounded in my home by beautiful

forms, lots of daylight, natural materials, and the

things that I love. My house fits me perfectly and is

unabashedly comfortable. My house feeds my spirit,

and it is with this insight that I share with you how

to make your house do the same. ■
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“Not everything that can be counted 

counts, and not everything that counts 

can be counted.”—Albert Einstein
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o many houses, so big with so little soul. Our suburbs are filled

with houses that are bigger than ever. But are bigger houses really

better? Are the dreams that build them bigger, or is it simply that

there seems to be no alternative? Americans are searching for

home in unprecedented numbers. Yet when we look, the only

tools we seem to have are those we find in the real estate listings. But a house is

more than square footage and the number of beds and baths. In one of the

wealthiest societies ever, many people are deeply dissatisfied with their most

expensive purchase. Which is where Paul and Laura come in. 

I had just completed a lecture at our local Home and Garden Show. As I

stepped from the podium, I was greeted by several members of the audience who

wanted to thank me for saying something they hadn’t heard before—that we

need to value quality over quantity in house design. There was a couple in the

crowd with a story about their own experience, a story that gave me the impetus

S



to write this book. As they approached me, I saw tears in the

woman’s eyes. 

“We want you to come to our new house and tell us what

you think,” she said. “We just built it. We spent over $500,000

on it and we hate it. It’s just not us at all. After listening to

you, we think…” She paused and looked at her husband, who

nodded. “We know that we have to start over. All we’ve got is

square footage with no soul. We want the type of house that

you describe. Can you help us?”

The next week, I drove out to the suburbs to see the house,

past row after row of enormous structures covering the newly

developed hillsides. These houses loomed in their treeless sites,
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A Not So Big House

exchanges space for

soul, so that the quality

of the space is more

important than the

sheer square footage.

Rather than spend

their budget on spaces

they never use, people

who build Not So Big

tailor their houses to

fit their lives.
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staring blankly out toward vistas of more of the same. I felt as

though I was driving through a collection of massive storage

containers for people.

Paul and Laura’s house was fairly typical of new, large sub-

division homes. It had the required arched window topping off

a soaring front entrance scaled more for an office building than

a home. Inside the house, I

was greeted by an enormous

space, all white, with a cold

marble floor. There was no

separation between this vault-

ing foyer and the next room,

which I assumed must be the

family room, although there

was no furniture in it (see the

photo on p. 10). Laura ush-

ered me into the kitchen,

which was also oversized and

made up of all hard surfaces

that gave it the acoustics of a parking garage.

She and Paul explained to me that until a year before, they

had lived in the city, in a small, older home. Although they

liked the house, their three boys were growing up quickly, and

they were starting to feel cramped for space. The house had no

family room, so the kids didn’t have a place to be rambunc-

tious. The couple found a piece of property they loved. The lot

was owned by a builder, who made it clear as part of the terms

of sale that he would be the one to build the home. They

thought this would be fine—they didn’t know any other

builders and this one had a good reputation. 

The builder showed them his portfolio of plans and

explained that they could choose any one of them. Although

they weren’t particularly enamored with any of the plans, they

picked the one that seemed to have the rooms they needed in

the right relationships to one another: kitchen opening into

family room, formal living room separated from family room to

allow kids some space to play

away from mom and dad. 

It wasn’t until the house

was actually under construc-

tion that the feeling of un -

easiness began to set in. As 

the framing proceeded, the

heights of the spaces became

clear, as did the proportions of

each room. “All the rooms just

seemed huge,” said Laura.

They asked to make some

changes, such as lowering

some ceiling heights and dividing a room in two to make each

a more manageable scale. But such changes would be very

expensive at this stage in the process, the builder explained,

promising that, “When the house is done, you’ll love it.”

However, the house didn’t get better, and when it was finished,

it was clear to both of them that they felt no affinity for it. 

It seemed ostentatious to them. The scale of each room was

overwhelming.

Laura took me upstairs to show me the master bathroom.

“Look at this,” she exclaimed, “our previous bedroom wasn’t

even this size!” Although the couple now faulted themselves

9
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for being naive, they were simply following the process that is

standard to working with a builder and selecting from a stock

set of plans. They were not offered an opportunity for input

into the design. And they didn’t know how to ask for or give

the feedback necessary to make it an expression of their

lifestyle and their values. Like many people building a new

house, Paul and Laura didn’t have the words to describe what

they wanted, nor did they realize how important it was to have

input into the “feel” of the house. If a builder hears that a home

buyer wants a spacious family room, he reasonably assumes that

they are asking for a BIG family room. To Paul and Laura,

almost anything would have seemed spacious compared to

their previous home. 

The outcome was that Paul and Laura had built a $500,000

house that was nowhere close to their dream of home. After

spending almost three times the value of their previous house,

they were deeply unhappy. They told me they felt no desire to

make the house their own by furnishing it or personalizing it in

any way. Their story was horrifying to me. And even more

alarming is the fact that Paul and Laura are not alone. Over the

last couple of years, more and more people who have lived in

these impersonal, oversized houses have come to our office and

asked, “Is there an alternative? Can you design us a house that

is more beautiful and more reflective of our personalities—a

house we will enjoy living in?”

The answer is, of course, yes. And the key lies in building

Not So Big, in spending more money on the quality of the

space and less on the sheer quantity of it. So this book is for

Paul and Laura and for everyone like them, whether building

from scratch or remodeling, who wants a special home that

expresses something significant about their lives and values but

who doesn’t know how to get it.

The Case for Comfort
After designing homes for 25 years, I have come to an

inevitable conclusion: We are all searching for home, but we

are trying to find it by building more rooms and more space.

Instead of thinking about the quality of the spaces we live 

in, we tend to focus on quantity. But a house is so much more 

than its size and volume, neither of which has anything to do

with comfort.
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This soaring living room was designed to impress, not to be a comfortable space for

the activities of daily life.
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Instead of quantity,

think quality. 

Comfort is born of

smaller scale and

beautiful details.



When most people contemplate building a new house or

remodeling an existing one, they tend to spend time focusing

on floorplan options and square footage. But in a completed

home, these are only a very small part of what makes an

impression. What also defines the character of a house are the

details, such as a beautiful stair railing, well-crafted moldings

around windows and doors, and useful, finely tailored built-ins.

These details are what attract us to older homes. New homes

should be no different. However, such details cost money. And

unless people are working with an architect, it is unusual to

spend much time thinking about these aspects of the design.

Because most people start with a desire for more space than

their budgets allow, anything more than basic space, minimal-

ly detailed, will exceed the budget.
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Everything in this kitchen conspires to create a classic statement, from custom cabinetry to antique light fixtures.
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People who are attracted to architecturally designed houses

also tend to seek a higher level of detail. So a good architect

will suggest reducing square footage to allow for more detail. It

isn’t unusual for an architect’s estimate of square-foot cost to be

half again as much as a builder’s. The architect is simply aware

that, given the client’s desire for detail, a house without detail

is not going to be satisfactory. We’re already familiar with this

design concept in automobiles. The quality and detail of a

Mercedes®, Lexus®, or Jaguar® are far more important than the

size of the car. More space does not equal more comfort. In fact,

size has nothing to do with the appeal of these cars. If you want

nothing but space, you buy an equally expensive SUV.

I do not advocate that everyone live in small houses. What

I do suggest is that when building a new home or remodeling

an existing one, you evaluate what really makes you feel at

home. In other words, concentrate on, and put more of your

money toward, what you like rather than settling for sheer

size and volume. This concept is just as applicable to some one

building a very expensive home as it is to someone on a tight
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Natural light and a stained-glass window beautify a stair landing. In a Not So Big

House, every space is considered to be an expression of the lives lived within.

It’s the details that

delight: An Arts and

Crafts–inspired light

fixture can make a 

bigger impression than

a vaulted ceiling.
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The Not So Big House 
of the Past

Around the turn of the last century, two
Englishmen warned that the machine age could
very well destroy the quality of life. John Ruskin
and William Morris believed that life needed to be

rehumanized, and the first place
to begin such an undertaking was
in the home. Ruskin and Morris
founded a movement that was
called Arts and Crafts, and it
encompassed everything from the
design of textiles to the design 
of houses.

The Arts and Crafts home was
custom-crafted and featured
large fireplaces and built-in
bookshelves and cabinets. In
North America, the style was

embraced by such architects and designers as
Greene and Greene and Gustav Stickley. Other
American architects, among them Frank Lloyd
Wright, created styles that were also based on
notions of craft and beauty. For those Americans
who couldn’t afford an architect-designed home,
Sears sold a prebuilt bungalow—complete with
built-in shelves, wood trim, and a front porch—
which arrived in panels and was easily as -

sembled. (In 1926, a two-bedroom bungalow was
listed in the Sears catalogue for the affordable
price of $626.)

Smaller houses still seem connected to a sim-
pler time. Many of the older houses in our neigh-
borhoods were built to offer solace in a changing
world. Now, nearly 100 years later, we seem to
have forgotten the ideas Ruskin and Morris were
so passionate about. Houses are getting bigger
and bigger, and, because square footage is all
that is required, they are being built without the
level of detail so important to humanizing life.

Our neighbor-

hoods are filled

with examples 

of Not So Big

Houses from 

the past, like 

the Craftsman 

bungalow above.

An Arts and

Crafts interior

designed by

Greene and

Greene (right).
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budget. While you might be able to afford a 6,000-sq.-ft. house,

you may find that building a 3,000-sq.-ft. house that fits your

lifestyle actually gives you more space to live in. In most very

large homes, a substantial percentage of space is rarely used.

And if you have a limited budget, this book will give you

ideas on how to pare down the quantity of space you need so

that you can put more of your money into giving the house

some character.
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This room was designed to be a total expression of comfort, exemplified by the cozy scale, built-ins, and arched ceiling.

Creating Comfort
The current pattern of building big to allow for quantities of

furniture with still more room to spare is more akin to wearing

a sack than a tailored suit. It may offer capacity, but at the cost

of comfort and charm. Spaciousness, although it can look

appealing in a photograph, just isn’t conducive to comfort.

Many of the huge rooms we see in magazines today are really

only comfortable to be in when they are filled with people. For



one or two, or for a family, they can be overwhelming. And

when rooms feel overwhelming, they don’t get used.

The Not So Big House, no matter its style, aims to be com-

fortable. Look up the word “comfortable” in any dictionary and

you’ll see a range of entries attempting to describe it. Webster’s

offers a wide variety of definitions, from “fitted to give tranquil

enjoyment” to “free from pain and trouble.” So how do we

create comfort in the Not So Big House?

One of the tools that can help you determine what feels

comfortable is to gain a better understanding of the propor-

tions of space. Like most people, Paul and Laura were not able

to understand from the blueprints what the space would feel

like. Proportion literally refers to the relationship of the verti-

cal to the horizontal dimension. It also includes the relation-

ship to the third dimension, depth. Because we are human

beings and come in sizes typically ranging from just under 5 ft.

to mid-6 ft., those three dimensions also need to relate to our

human height. Some people can just tell when a space is pleas-

ingly proportioned, while other people cannot. The ability to

read a space this way is similar to an “ear” for music.

But not everyone agrees on what is well-proportioned space.

Many people find Frank Lloyd Wright’s much-acclaimed work

to be oppressive, either because they consider it to be too

ordered or because it’s too constrictive for head height in some

places. Wright used low ceilings to accentuate transitions

be tween various significant places in the house, as well as at

entry ways, to give one the sense of needing to stoop, which is

a gesture of reverence. On the other hand, the Prairie Style

(the name his architectural style has come to be known by) 

liberated a new way of thinking about space and proportion in
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No other space in a house says “comfort” quite like a window seat. Sitting here feels

like an embrace from the house.

Architect Frank Lloyd Wright was a master of proportion. He used variations in ceiling

height to enhance character and comfort in his homes.
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architectural design. For many people, the variations in ceiling

height typical of his work greatly enhance the character and

comfort of a home (see the bottom photo on the facing page).

Consider the foyer in Paul and Laura’s suburban house.

Why was it so unwelcoming? Well, with its tall ceilings and

marble floors, it was designed to overwhelm and impress visi-

tors, not to welcome. The proportions of their foyer were more

suitable for a public building than for a house. When a space is

overscaled, in relation to our own size, more often than not it

doesn’t feel comfortable.

The book A Pattern Language (Oxford University Press,

1977) has been a very useful tool in my work. Written by

Christopher Alexander and a group of colleagues, the book

consists of a collection of concepts, or patterns, that range from

issues of city planning to those of individual room configura-

tion. I use the book to help clients think about and describe

how they want to tailor their house to their lifestyle and how

to make it comfortable. One of my favorite patterns described

in the book is entitled “Alcoves.” It states that, “No homoge-

neous room, of homogeneous height, can serve a group of 

people well. To give a group a chance to be together, as a group,

a room must also give them the chance to be alone, in ones and

twos in the same space.” It concludes, “Therefore…make small

places at the edge of any common room usually no more than

6 feet wide and 3 to 6 feet deep and possibly much smaller.

These alcoves should be large enough for two people to sit,

chat or plan and sometimes large enough to contain a desk 

or a table.”

What the pattern describes perfectly is how to make a space

comfortable. By dividing a room into smaller spaces, it can be
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A window seat is tucked into the second floor, allowing a cozy place for one within a

house designed for entertaining.



used for a variety of functions while offering human-scaled

spaces that are actually connected to things that go on in the

house. I call this idea “shelter around activity,” and one of the

best examples of it is the window seat. The floor is raised, the

ceiling is lowered and the walls are brought in to define a place

for one or two people, from which they can observe the world.

Sitting in a window seat feels like an embrace from the house.

It is the epitome of comfort.

I designed a house for a single woman who loved to enter-

tain. While many of the spaces in her house were suitable for

large numbers of people, I wanted to make sure that the house

had some places that would be comfortable when she was

alone. Her window seat on the second floor is tucked into the

geometry of the roofline (see the photo on p. 17), which offers

shelter around activity and a bird’s-eye view of the nearby lake.

One of my past partners, Michaela Mahady, designed the

living room shown in the photo on p. 15 to be a total expres-

sion of comfort. Not only does the fieldstone hearth bespeak

comfort, but the small scale of the room also ensures coziness.

The arch above the fireplace, the lowered soffits at the edge of

the room, the soft lighting, the abundance of natural wood-

work, even the overstuffed furniture—everything conspires to

make this room one you want to spend time in.

Tailoring to Fit
Paul and Laura had embarked on a new house project because

they needed a place for their boys to play indoors during the

winter. But despite its size and cost, the house they had built

still didn’t offer this space. The would-be living room projected

such a formality, because of its scale, that the whole family

Finding Comfort
When I teach design, I ask first-year architecture
students to collect data about places that make them
feel particularly comfortable or uncomfortable. This
is also a useful exercise for non-architects who want

to understand better how the places
that surround us affect us.

Here’s how it works. Equip yourself
with a tape measure and a pad of
paper. As you go about your daily rou-
tine, notice how you respond to differ-

ent places—whether the place is as splendid as the
rotunda in the State Capitol or as mundane as the
copy room at the office. In each place you visit,
notice how you respond. When I walk through the
magnificent doorway at the State Capitol here in
Minnesota, I feel awe and wonder. Physically, though,
I feel very small, almost insignificant in this towering
space, despite the beauty of the surroundings.

In smaller spaces, it’s useful to measure the pro-
portions of the room—and don’t forget the ceiling
height. As you measure, notice what constitutes the
spaces that feel good to you. Try to determine if they
appeal on an emotional level or in a physical way.
And try to articulate why. Such spaces are the shapes
that make you feel most comfortable and are worth
incorporating in your own home.

A big space,

however in -

spiring, can 

be too tall for

comfort.
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In a house where 

every detail expresses

the personality of its

owners, a rope and 

a tree trunk become 

a stair railing and a

load-bearing column.



shared one main living space—the kitchen/family room. If

their needs had been given more careful analysis before con-

struction, a very different solution would have evolved.

As my meeting with Paul and Laura continued they told me

that their lack of desire to personalize their new home came

from the fact that it communicated nothing at all about who

they were—to themselves or to the community. In fact, the

house projected an image that they found fundamentally offen-

sive. To them the house said “generic house of wealthy people,”

which wasn’t at all how they saw themselves.

Clearly, what should happen before a house is planned or

built is an analysis of the lives—the likes, dislikes, needs, and

wishes—of the people who will live in it. Just as a tailor takes

measurements before sewing a new suit, we should take mea-

surements before building a new house. There are few things in

life as personal as our homes. Personalizing a home, though,

goes beyond decoration. Because it takes considerable thought

and planning to make a house into a home, I advocate far

greater participation in the design process by the people who

will live in the house. Your house should be an expression of

who you are, not something that’s impersonal and generic.

A stair railing can be just a safety barrier, but if it’s designed

with the homeowner in mind, it can become a centerpiece for

the house. In the examples shown here and on the previous

page, the railings were custom-crafted to express something

about the people who live there. The rope railing in the photo

on p. 19, designed by an architect couple, came as a solution

only after 10 other ideas had been abandoned. The husband,

an avid sailor, loved the idea of the rope, which also works in

a similar way to the organic form of the tree-trunk column.

Both rope and tree serve a function, as well as imbue the house

with personality. The photo at left shows a cabin on a North

Woods island that was built as a weekend retreat for a family

that loves to fish. The stair railing, inspired by the work of the

Scandinavian artist Carl Larsson, illustrates both the woodsy

location of the cabin and the family’s favorite hobby.
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The wooden railing features cut-out fish and trees, which express the family’s favorite

pastime and the house’s North Woods location.
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Windows can be custom-tailored to frame a special view or

to make a striking interior statement. In the remodeled house

shown in the photo above, the couple’s favorite window was

saved from the original house and moved out 8 ft. to the new

face of the home. A glass-block transom and flanking double-

hung windows were added to let in more of the south light.

Circular windows are expensive, but they can also become a

focal point for the entire house. In the house shown on p. 22,

an 8-ft.-diameter circular window frames a spectacular view

while also creating an equally splendid interior focal point

that’s visible from many parts of the house. A circular effect

can be achieved less expensively, but with equal drama, by

hanging a metal hoop inside a perfectly square picture window

(see the photo on p. 23).
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In this remodeled house, a favorite window was saved and reused in an addition, where it is now flanked with glass block 

and double-hung windows.
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A circular window can frame spectacular views and become the focal point of an interior space.
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Often a work of art or a special piece of furniture has par-

ticular meaning, and a house can be designed to accommodate

such objects. The carved wooden owl shown in the top photo 

on p. 24 became a symbol of the owners’ land, which was fre-

quently visited by an owl, and of their first house, which had

burned to the ground. When they designed their new home,

the wooden owl, a survivor of the fire, was offered a special

place by the front entrance, where it greets all who enter.

Another couple, who had collected art and furniture for most

of their adult lives, wanted a retirement house that would be a

backdrop for their collection (see the bottom photo on p. 24).

So the wall in the dining area was recessed to create a niche

just the right size for a special Japanese tansu, or storage chest.

The painting over the buffet has its own display area, which

was anticipated in the design process. White walls throughout

the house provide a dramatic setting for the collection.
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A circular effect can be achieved inexpensively by inserting a metal hoop into 

a square window.

The language of quality is so much more hazy than
the language for quantity. Without the language to
describe what you want in terms of quality, there is
no way to be sure that a house will be what you
want, until it is completed. Unfortunately, at that
point, it’s too late to remedy mistakes. Here are
some words that help identify the quality of space: 

How to Talk about 
Quality of Space

cozy, elegant, introverted,

light-filled, spare, exciting,

dramatic, sumptuous, homey,

classic, masculine, welcoming,

private, modest, impressive,

delicate, friendly.



The garden shed shown in the photo on the facing page is

modeled after a Wendy house, or an English child’s playhouse

inspired by the Peter Pan stories. In the process of remodeling

a couple’s Cape Cod home, Dale Mulfinger, my original part-

ner, discovered that the woman, an avid gardener, wanted a

place to house her tools that would fit in stylistically with the

house. Because gardening was her passion, Dale determined in

the planning process to design for her a special place, rather

than simply expanding the garage.

Tailoring is a basic ingredient of the Not So Big House. If

you just make a house smaller, but still generic, it won’t have

any more appeal than its larger cousins. What makes the Not So
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Houses are repositories

of the things that have

meaning to us. In this

Prairie-influenced home,

a carved wooden owl

greets visitors from its

built-in niche.

This contemporary 

interior was designed to

showcase a collection of

paintings and furniture,

with a niche designed

specifically for a

Japanese tansu.
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Big concept work is that superfluous square footage is traded for

less tangible but more meaningful aspects of design that are

about beauty, self-expression, and the enhancement of life.

Working with Paul and Laura, we started to identify what

features they wanted in a home. These included window seats,

a place for the adults to retreat to after dinner while the kids

play in the family room, lots of built-ins and bookshelves, 

and a large amount of natural woodwork. In contrast to the

4,000-sq.-ft. house they are currently living in, their new house

will be around 2,300 sq. ft. Despite its smaller size, it will cost

only slightly less to build. This is because for this couple, qual-

ity and personality are important. And now they understand

that that is where their money needs to go. No matter how big

or how small you make it, a house will not be a home unless

you, your architect, and your builder really craft it into a place

that is tailored to the way you live, filled with the spaces and

things that have meaning to you. 
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A tool shed designed for an avid gardener becomes a charming little house that 

matches the Cape Cod styling of the owner’s home.

In a three-ring binder, start to assemble data about the
places in your life that make you feel comfortable and
those that make you feel uncomfortable. Document
their size, take photos, or make diagrams illustrating
what it is within the space that evokes the response.
Images of other spaces can supplement your notes—
magazines are a great resource for this. Some current
favorites for gathering images are: Architectural
Digest, Better Homes and Gardens Building Ideas,
Better Homes and Gardens Home Plan Ideas, Better
Homes and Gardens Remodeling Ideas, Elle Decor,
Fine Homebuilding, Fine Homebuilding’s annual
Houses issue, Home Magazine, House and Garden,
House Beautiful Home Building, Metropolitan Home,
and Traditional Home.

Keeping a Place Journal
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Cotswold cottages in

England built from stone

have lasted hundreds 

of years.
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Built to Last
When I first started designing houses in the early 1980s, many

of our clients were asking for help in making their homes

energy efficient. When the tax credit for such strategies disap-

peared, most of the interest in energy efficiency left with it. At

that point, my partners and I realized that if the homes we

designed were to be energy efficient, it would be because we

wanted them to be, not because our clients were requesting it.

Like many other architects and builders, we continued to de -

sign houses that would minimize a reliance on fossil fuels. We

also insist upon good construction practices, even though it is

a rare client who asks for a house that will last for generations.

America is a country of pioneers. And, as Americans, we

assume that the way to embody our dreams in a house is to

build it new for ourselves. It’s the exception rather than the

rule for people to stay where they are planted. People don’t

assume that they will pass their home on to the next genera-

tion, so building for permanence has never held much appeal

or value. But, gradually, this attitude is changing. Why do we

love Europe so much? Because of a sense of history, which is

told best by buildings built centuries ago and made to last.

Along with this dawning appreciation for building for the

long term comes the recognition that we will take care of

things that are beautiful. Beauty, more often than not, comes

from careful crafting. And when a well-crafted object ages, no

matter what it is, society almost always helps it to age well. Just

look at the buildings our culture has chosen to preserve—all of

them were well designed. Owner after owner of such homes has

recognized the treasure inherited and cared for them lovingly. 

The Not So Big House is built for the future by taking care

of the present. Anyone who has driven past a construction site

and seen the dumpsters filled with perfectly good building

materials understands that there must be a better way. By

building the Not So Big House with materials that are renew-

able and by limiting the expenditure to what will really make

a difference to the quality of life, we can have an enormous

impact on our lives today as well as on the future. 

What I am proposing in this book is that our houses can

express our personalities, that they can be designed to accom-

modate our changing lifestyles, and that they can be built for

future generations. 

27

Fallingwater, Frank Lloyd Wright’s masterpiece, is an important part of America’s 

cultural heritage. Its beauty inspires us to take care of the building, ensuring that it

will stand for future generations.





“When shown into one of those polar 

parlors…the heart cries, ‘Take me where the 

people stay; I didn’t come to see the chairs.’”

—William C. Gannett
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or a residential architect, going to a party in a new house is like

test-driving a new car—it’s a chance to see how the house works

under real-world conditions. When I recently attended the wed-

ding reception of an old college friend, I was among 40 guests at

the hosts’ first big party in their new suburban home. The house

was outfitted with all the trappings of a dream home—an impressive front foyer,

an elegant living room, and a formal dining room. It seemed the perfect place for

a wedding reception. If ever there were an occasion when the formal rooms of a

house would be well used, this was it.

The reality was quite different, however—yet strangely predictable. During the

entire party, the living room remained vacant except for the occasional guest

who walked through to admire the art as if viewing pictures in a museum. Even

the dining room, which was filled with a splendid display of food, was empty.

Where was everybody? Crowded into the kitchen, where they were leaning on

F



every possible surface; or in the well-used family room, which

had an assortment of comfortable furniture.

Every half hour or so the hostess would try to coax people out

of the kitchen by calling out, “The food is in the dining room!”

Whenever someone actually ven-

tured into the dining room and

returned with a plate of food, invari-

ably there was a chorus of, “Where

did you get that?”

Even though the family room and

the kitchen are the most popular

places in a home, many houses still

feature beautifully appointed formal

living and dining rooms that sit

empty most of the time, awaiting the

arrival of guests. Although life at the

end of the 20th century is quite

informal, Emily Post still rules over

the floorplans of our houses, making

sure that they mind their manners. 

In most houses, the formal rooms

for dining and living are dinosaurs—

leftovers from the turn of the cen-

tury when Victorian house design

followed the social code of the day.

Visitors were ushered into a formal

parlor. Dinner was served in a formal

dining room, typically located a cir-

cuitous distance from the kitchen. Children were seen and not

heard. One hundred years later, these formal areas still define

the house. It’s as if visitors are presented with a stage set, while

the people who live there spend their time backstage. We’ve

put all the resources necessary into creation of the living room

for our guests while we do without new carpeting in the fami-

ly room. The front door is used twice 

a year, usually for parties, and the

people who live in the house enter

through the back door, past piles 

of dirty laundry and bags of bottles

ready for recycling. The irony is that,

even when guests do come over,

they avoid the formal spaces created

for them because they’re too formal.

Yet we continue to live informally

in houses designed for more formali-

ty. Since World War II, there’s been

an attempt to incorporate more

informal places into our houses.

Remember the den? The basement

rec room? How about the wet bar,

the party room, the pool room?

Many 1970s suburban homes offered

one or more of the assortment, but

the formal living and dining rooms

are still at the core of the footprint

of a house. And beginning in the

1980s, a vast variety of rooms joined

the roster of must-have spaces,

including great rooms, entertainment rooms, lavish master

suites, and spaces for the newfound fitness craze.
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Partygoers often assemble in the kitchen and family room, even when

you don’t want them to.

Living rooms are built for parties, yet during this gathering the room

remained completely empty.
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Essentially, however, today’s houses still wear the architec-

tural equivalent of a hoopskirt, even if the accessories seem

more contemporary. While we’ve been busy evolving over the

past century, most of our houses have not. Their evolution has

been constricted by outdated notions of what we think we

need and what the real estate industry says we need for resale.

At the turn of the new century, most houses are designed for

the turn of the last. 

It’s time to rethink our houses and to let them become

expressions of the way we really live. A Not So Big House can

be Not So Big because the “dinosaur” rooms are replaced with

spaces that reflect the way we eat and the way we live. The

floorplan of the Not So Big House is a map, not a fossil, that

reveals the lives of the people who live in it today.
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Rethink your house and you’ll discover the places that are used everyday—this is the essence of the Not So Big House.



Rethinking the Room
When I was 10 years old, my elementary school teacher

assigned the class a puzzle, which she wanted us to solve by

thinking creatively. The solution offers the essence of how to

think about design. Here’s the problem: Without taking pen off

paper, and using only four straight lines, connect the nine dots

shown at the top of the facing page. At home I spent hours on

the problem and grew increasingly frustrated. I knew my

teacher wouldn’t lie to us, that there must be an answer. Yet it

appeared to be an impossible assignment. During the middle of

the night, however, I awoke with the answer clear in my mind.

I reached for the problem and magically connected the dots

with four straight lines. What I discovered was that, if I stayed

within the box created by the dots, I couldn’t solve the prob-

lem. Once I broke the confines of the outline, the problem

solved itself. (If you have trouble solving the problem, you’ll

find the answer on p. 225 at the back of the book—but don’t

give up yet.)

Is there a way to think beyond ordinary boundaries to create

a house that works better for us? This is the secret to designing

a Not So Big House—the ability to think creatively, respond-

ing to needs and wishes, not to preconceived notions of what

a house should be.
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Formal living rooms are rarely used in most houses; they stand almost as a memorial

to the way we used to live.

Instead of thinking of a house as a series of rooms, think of it as a sequence of

places. One favorite place is a cozy spot by the hearth.



Most people speak in terms of square footage and number of

rooms when asked to describe a house: four bedrooms, three

baths, 3,000 sq. ft. The idea that a house is composed of rooms

for separate activities is fundamental to how it’s been defined.

But a room is an artificial construct, an attempt to put bound-

aries around space. The idea of the room can be replaced with

the notion of places for various activities. What is your favorite

place in your home? Is it a comfortable chair near the fireplace

where you can enjoy a glass of wine and unwind after a day of

work? Mine is a little book nook, a place just big enough for

one that’s carved into a corner of the living area. This place

offers a cozy spot to read and a place to watch what’s going on

in the rest of the house.

In a Not So Big House, each space is defined by the activi-

ties that take place there. Think about what happens in the

family room: There’s a place to watch TV, a place to enjoy the

Computer desk

Table for
homework

Game table

Game table/

homework

table/bill-

paying place

Computer

desk
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Without taking pen off paper, connect
the nine dots with four straight lines.

Saving Space with Alcoves

One space can accommodate three different activity
places (above), each gravitating toward a corner. House
the same activities in alcoves (below) and you reduce
the square footage and use the space more efficiently.



fireplace, a place to do homework, a place to pay bills, a place

to play Scrabble®. When we think of the family room in this

way, it’s no longer merely a space bounded by four walls and 

a ceiling. It can be defined another way altogether: as a series

of alcoves, each offering shelter around an activity and sur-

rounding a central sitting area (see the drawing on p. 33 and

the photo on the facing page). When this kind of thinking 

is extended to the entire house, a new definition emerges. A

house is a sequence of places

for all the different activi-

ties that happen there.

One reason houses have

become too big is that

they are planned with

the idea that there

needs to be a separate

room for each activi-

ty. But look carefully

at how you really

live in your house

and you’ll dis -

cover how much

space goes un -

used (see the

sidebar at left). A

house is Not So Big

when it’s composed of

adaptable spaces, each

designed to share various

functions, each in use everyday.
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Understanding Where 

You Live Now 

Take a look at your existing home. Now make a
list of the rooms you have, along with the approx-
imate square footage of each one. Under each
room name, list what happens there. Under each
activity, list the frequency of the activity and who
does it. Finally, reorganize the list of rooms in
order of most used to least used. 

For most people, this exercise offers some sur-
prises. A room that has signifi cant square
footage may not be used
very often. This is
a clear indication
that you should re -
think the space to
see if there’s another
way to accommo-
date the activities it
houses. In many cases,
rooms such as the 
formal living room and
formal dining room serve
limited purposes. 

Some people will dis-
cover that the formal living
room is in use every day. In
that case, the living room
works. The point is to identi-
fy how you live and then tai-
lor the house to accommodate
those needs rather than just
assume that every house has to
have the same set of rooms.
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If you rethink the formal living room, formal dining room,

kitchen, and family room, you’ll discover a different model

altogether, not unlike the way the nine dots are connected in

the exercise mentioned previously. The core of the Not So Big

House is an interconnected area that encompasses kitchen, 

living, and dining functions. All of these areas, which are phys-

ically and visibly open to each other, are shared by family and

friends.
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The Not So Big House features adaptable spaces open to one another, designed for everyday use.
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A balance between

public and private

space is essential to

making any floorplan

work. In this house,

private spaces for

adults are balanced 

by open areas for 

family activities.

(Photo taken at A 

on floorplan p. 38.)
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Public and Private Spaces
A realtor who had recently purchased a striking contemporary

remodel of an older home called me with an odd complaint.

Ever since she and her husband had moved into the house they

had been fighting. An architect is typically not a marriage

counselor, but I agreed to take a look.

The house, with its white walls, high

ceilings, and contemporary feel (see

the photo at right), was ready for the

pages of Architectural Digest. But as

my tour progressed, the couple’s

problem became clear. There wasn’t

a single door inside the house, not

even on the bathroom, which very

stylishly featured a soaring arch to

mark its entrance. The master bed-

room had a half-wall that looked

over into the living room. There was

no privacy in this house for anybody,

which clearly was creating tension

between husband and wife.

The remodeling was fairly straight-

forward. Rather than build walls, we

extended the half-walls with glass to

provide acoustic privacy and to preserve the striking lines of

the design. As for the bathroom, we added a door and filled the

archway with a window that still allowed light to stream in.

Another client, living alone in a brand-new 5,000-sq.-ft.

house, called me because she wanted to plan an addition.

When we met she confided that the house, believe it or not,

felt too small to her—and she was right! In spite of its high

square footage, the house was incredibly claustrophobic. There

were countless rooms, each designated for a specific activity,

and equally countless doorways that, when open, offered dead-

end views of walls. There was nothing to look at beyond each

room, no view of any other interior

spaces—and deliberately so. In

planning the house, the woman,

who considered herself to be a 

ter rible housekeeper, had wanted 

to make sure that her guests could

not see into any of her messy rooms.

She hadn’t recognized that her need

to add on was a direct result of this

strategy.

Rather than add on, we reconfig-

ured part of the existing space by

opening up the maze of rooms into

an open, public space. We kept the

balance of rooms intact. As for the

housekeeping issue, I gently sug -

gested that she consider hiring some

cleaning help.

To make any floorplan work, there

has to be a balance between open spaces and closed, between

public and private. Some times we feel like being with others,

and other times we need solitude. A house should offer a hier-

archy of spaces, each appropriate to its function and to our

mood. The Not So Big House has at its core a public space

37

When there are no doors to separate one space from another, a house

offers no privacy.



A sitting area down the hall provides a private place for

adults—in the Not So Big floorplan it’s called the “away

room.” (Photo taken at B on floorplan.)

The plan shows how an informal living area can 

become the central part of the house when it’s visible 

from many places.
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composed of living, dining, and kitchen functions. It also

allows for private spaces, which are acoustically or visually sep-

arate from the open areas.

One of my past partners designed a house for a professional 

couple who wanted spaces for the family to gather together, as

well as places for adults only. The light-filled living area shown

in the photo on p. 36 is the most public space in the house

because it’s visible from the kitchen, from a more secluded sit-

ting area, from a second-floor loft, and from an exterior deck

(see the floorplan on the facing page). When the adults need

privacy, they retreat to the sitting area just down the hall (see

the photo on the facing page).

How public or private a space is depends on both its scale

and its visibility. If a place is to be used, people need to be able

to see it. A space that’s visible from as many places as possible

automatically becomes a public area. If a space is to be private,

remove it from sight and locate it away from the main traffic

areas—or put a door at its entrance. “Out of sight, out of

mind,” is a truth in house design.

When there is a proper balance between public and private

places, something quite natural happens. All the spaces in the

house begin to be used every day. The patterns of life are no

longer constrained by the floorplan; they are expressed by it.

The Public Kitchen
Back when cooking was a private act, the kitchen was con-

cealed behind doors, anterooms, and walk-through butler’s

pantries. In the Victorian era, the kitchen was so private that

most family members never even set foot inside it—it was

entirely the territory of servants. Later in the century, how ever,

the woman of the house took over the kitchen, emerging from

its confines only after taking off her apron and wiping the

sweat from her brow. But today, we love to be in the kitchen,

and no matter how tiny the space, this is where friends and

family congregate.

The kitchen is the heart of the house, and the Not So Big

House should have a big heart. If we acknowledge that the

kitchen is where we want to be, then we should make the

kitchen accessible and open to all the living areas of the house.

Extend the kitchen so that it’s visible from the areas where you

live; once it is connected—physically and visually—to these

spaces, then suddenly the need for a separate family room, sun-

39

Traditional Kitchen Placement

Dining

room

Sitting

room

Hall

Kitchen

Mudroom
Laundry

Den
Butler’s 

pantry



40

A hearth in the 

kitchen can offer a

comfortable place for

one or two people to

sit, out of the way of

food preparation but

close to the center of

activity.
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room, and living room is gone. All that’s necessary is a place for

living, where family and visitors can gather near the kitchen.

You can even go so far as to offer a place to sit in the kitchen,

by adding a hearth and a small cozy area where a few people

can gather out of the traffic pattern of food preparation (see

the photo on the facing page). This kind of space appeals to

even the most citified folks, who long for the look and feel of

the farmhouse kitchen. The image of this place, where bread

bakes in an open hearth and sunlight streams in the windows,

has captured our imaginations. The scale of this area is impor-

tant to its success. It should be big enough for only a couple of

easy chairs—the addition of just a few unnecessary feet destroys

its coziness.

Double-Duty Dining
When a house is defined as a series of places for various activ-

ities rather than as a string of separate rooms, it’s easy to see

how often functions are duplicated in a typical floorplan. Many

newer houses, for example, offer two or three rooms in which

to eat. The first and most prominent is the formal dining room,

which is usually a room set apart from the kitchen and main

living areas. There is also an informal eating area, adjacent to

the kitchen or a part of it. And sometimes there’s a still more

informal eating place at the kitchen island, where stools are

pulled up to the countertop surface (see the floorplan on p. 42).

The dining room is not as universally neglected as the formal

living room, but in many homes it is used only once or twice 

a year. Rather than put your resources into a room used so

infrequently, why not create a place for dining that can do 

double duty—for everyday use, as well as for those few formal
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The kitchen is the heart of the Not So Big House; connected to the living and dining

areas, it’s a gathering place for family and friends.



occasions? Just as a living area can work for both family and

friends, so can one dining area function both for family snacks

and for a dinner party. The top photo on p. 44 illustrates the

key to making a place for eating work both formally and in -

formally. The eating area was designed to accommodate a long

table, which seats 6 informally and up to 12 or more on more

special occasions with the addition of table leaves. Combining

the in formal and formal eating areas into one saves at least 

200 sq. ft.

But what about the dirty dishes? Many cooks are concerned

about guests seeing their messy kitchens. There are various

solutions to hiding the detritus of meal preparation. A raised

countertop between kitchen and dining area will obstruct the
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Multiple Dining Areas

Most new houses feature two or three 

places to eat: formal dining room, 

informal eating area, and kitchen island.
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Kitchen design has reached new heights of sophistica-
tion. But while a kitchen may boast the latest equipment
and appliances, most kitchens still look fairly generic.
When the kitchen is open to the rest of the house, the
opportunity exists to integrate it visually. If a house fea-
tures natural woodwork in its public areas, then the
kitchen should feature natural woodwork
as well. If a house makes a stark contem-
porary statement, so should the kitchen. 

In simple terms, the materials that are
used in the rest of the house are brought
into the kitchen. Rather than use generic
kitchen cabinetry, tie the kitchen to -
gether with the rest of the living area by
in stalling custom cabinets. If you have a tile floor in the
front entryway, consider running tiles as a backsplash
along the counters. Choose carefully which kitchen 
gadgets are left out and which are stored. A hanging rack
of well-designed implements, carefully placed, can
become part of the kitchen’s composition. 

If you are using a center island, consider it as you
would a built-in piece of furniture. The flooring materials
used can also connect the kitchen with the living and din-
ing spaces. Countertops, too, can make a striking state-
ment. There are many resources to help you make your
kitchen work exactly the way you want it to: As you plan
for its usefulness, think also about its beauty.

The Integrated Kitchen

Tiles used 

in the front

entryway can

be repeated as

a backsplash

along the 

counters.
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Everyone loves to be 

in the kitchen, and 

the Not So Big House

puts dining close 

to the place of food

preparation.



view of the mess (as shown in the photo below). The sink and

the dishwasher can be placed so they aren’t in full view from

the table. Or a series of sliding panels, illustrated on the facing

page, can totally hide the kitchen.

If you enjoy the experience of creating a special atmosphere

in a dining room that’s separated from the kitchen—and don’t

want to give it up just to save a few hundred square feet—then

this option isn’t for you. However, remember that just because

the dining area is informal in layout doesn’t mean it will feel

informal to your guests. An in formal eating area can easily

become a more formal space with some simple lighting strate-

gies, which are addressed in chapter 3 (see pp. 66-67).
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A sliding partition between kitchen and dining room can be used to connect the areas

or make them totally separate.

This type of partition is a good solution when remodeling an existing older home to fit

more informal lifestyles.

The most common addition to an older house is a kitchen re -
model with adjacent family room. This addition almost always
includes an informal eating area. Once this new space exists,
what were the formal living and dining room are rarely ever
used again.

The floorplans shown here illustrate a way to avoid the atrophy
of the dining room. Two of the walls in the old dining room were
removed to open it to the new family-room addition. Visible from
the kitchen and family area, the dining area can now do double-
duty: both as the informal eating area for the family and for 
special occasions, when closing the sliding doors creates a more
formal atmosphere.

Remodeling for 

Double-Duty Dining

Before

After

Living

Dining

Dining

Kitchen

Kitchen
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An away room is a

place for acoustical

privacy. This away

room is adjacent to the

family room but sepa-

rated by French doors.

It offers a quiet space

away from the noise

of televisions and

stereos. (Photo taken

at A on floorplan.)
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The Away Room

The “Away Room”
Imagine you drop by a neighbor’s house for coffee. She ushers

you inside her beautiful house, where one of the kids is watch-

ing an after-school special in the living area while another

child is playing Nintendo®. The teenager upstairs is listening

to music—and it’s not the harpsichord. Add the hum of a dish-

washer to this cacophony, and you may wish you had never

stopped by.

Because houses are filled with televisions, appliances, com-

puters, and stereo equipment, they are filled with noise. In a

more open floorplan, there needs to be a place that provides

acoustical privacy. In our office we call this place the “away

room,” a term that refers to its function of providing escape

(see the photo on the facing page). The away room can have

several functions: It can be both the cozy and slightly more for-

mal entertainment space where you can sit with other adults,

and it can become a quiet place where adults can retreat to

read or to work in the evenings.

If the away room contains the television or the stereo, it

becomes the place to watch or listen. Conversely, if the televi-

sion or stereo is kept in the living area, the away room becomes

the quiet area—a small, comfortable place away from the

sound. Because the away room is separated from the more open

living spaces by French doors or by distance, it can have a dif-
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In this house, the away room, smaller and less central than the classic formal living

room, is the space for television viewing.



ferent style from the rest of the house. In a light and airy inte-

rior, the away room can be a cozy and book-lined alternative.

If the house is filled with dark woodwork, then the away room

can be filled with light.

The proportions of the room are important, as are its fur-

nishings. A smaller scale—such as 11 ft. by 12 ft.—creates a

cozier space. If the chairs are formal and uncomfortable, that’s

how you will feel. But if the away room is furnished with soft

easy chairs, wicker rockers, and old family photos, it will offer

a comfortable place for living.

The Entrance
The front door may be the most unused part of a house, espe-

cially in colder climates, opened only for visitors or for special

deliveries. The everyday entrance to the house is usually

through the back door. But why do we relegate ourselves to sec-

ondary status when it comes to the way we enter our houses?

Instead of thinking about the entry as just a front or back

door, we can create a sequence of places and a more ceremoni-

ous greeting for ourselves than the passage from the garage,

past the hot water heater, and through the laundry. Your every-

day entrance should welcome you home. And that entrance
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The everyday entrance to your house can be more than the back door—make it 

welcoming and beautiful. (Photos taken at A and B on floorplan.)
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can be combined with what has traditionally been called the

front foyer to create a space that is actually used (see the pho-

tos on the facing page). By having two different doors opening

into the same foyer—one a traditional front door and the other

from a garage or adjacent mudroom—you and your visitors can

enter the house more ceremoniously. In this model, the garage

is placed close to the front entrance (see the floorplan above).

In many areas of the country, there needs to be a place where

kids and adults can remove snowy or muddy shoes and coats.

One solution is to attach the mudroom to the entry, either as

an anteroom to a front foyer or just around the corner. Take off

your outdoor clothing first, and then step into the entrance,

from which you are welcomed home by the views of your

house. The point is to save square footage and to give residents

a pleasant entry to their own home.

If the garage can’t be close to the front door, it’s a good idea

for the entrance to open onto a space that offers a view to a

window or to some special feature of the house. The stuff of

everyday life that gets crammed into back hallways—the cat

food, laundry, and piles of newspapers—can be placed in

planned-for storage areas. They don’t need to be the first things

that greet you when you get home.

It can be difficult to combine formal and informal entries if

the siting of the house dictates that the front entry be located

away from the garage and back entry. And the necessary clean-

up before entering the house may require a different model.

The example that comes to mind is a farmer client whose wife

insists he shower before he enters the house. Their mudroom is

quite large, replete with laundry and full bath.

Home Work
In medieval times, the grocer, the bookbinder, and the cobbler,

along with their help and their families, lived above their

respective shops. It’s only been in the last couple of hundred

years that living has been separated from work space. But very

recently—within the last decade even—work has begun to

come back home. Our firm has designed numerous home

offices, many of which were intended for evening use but have

since developed into full-time work spaces. The challenge

when incorporating a new function into your house is to go

beyond merely adding square footage. How and when do you

work? Who will interrupt you? How private does the space
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need to be? What will your pattern of work be in the future?

The examples illustrated here show five different approaches to

integrating offices into the home.

Office attached to master bedroom A doctor who also

writes books about health issues wanted to create a space with-

in a 1926 Dutch Colonial where he could sit in a comfortable

chair and read and also have a desk to

work at his computer. He and his wife

were facing the challenges of raising

two active young children. It was

determined that the most private

place for the addition would be with-

in the master bedroom suite. By

adding no more than 80 sq. ft. to the

master bedroom, we were able to cre-

ate a distinctive reading nook and a

workable office alcove (see the photo

at right). The two sets of doors into

the space—one into the master bed-

room and then French doors that

close off the office area—give him a

kind of double-seal privacy.

Office in bedroom alcove A

married couple contacted me about

designing a weekend home. Because both of them were in pro-

fessional positions, their weekend hideaway had to accommo-

date places to work. The woman, who is an attorney, didn’t

want her work space to be in the more public living area, so we

carved a corner out of the master bedroom (see the top photo

on p. 52). This nook, no wider than the desk itself, allows her

to study briefs while still enjoying the spectacular scenery. This

option works well for people who are tidy—if your desk is usu-

ally cluttered you might consider an alcove that can be blocked

from view with sliding doors.

Office in guest bedroom If you live in a house with a

guest room, it can do double duty as an office. Putting an office

in an infrequently used guest bed-

room can be a good space-saving

solution. The best way to double

these two functions is to use a

Murphy bed or a fold-out couch, so

that the room doesn’t stay filled with

the bed platform. The size of this

room should accommodate the bed

both up and down. It’s a good idea,

however, to make sure there is at

least 2 ft. 6 in. of clearance between

the surrounding desk area and the

bed. If the office computer is kept on

a moveable cart, it can be rolled into

another room during a guest’s stay.

Office with separate entrance

When I was de signing my own home,

I wanted a place with lots of counter

space to lay out plans—and I knew that I needed a separate

entrance in case clients came to the house. It also needed to be

light-filled and pleasant to be in—if not, I knew I wouldn’t use

it. For me, the work space needed to be as interesting and as

comfortable as the rest of the house.
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Through the French doors, the office area is actually an alcove

tucked into the eaves of a low roofline. Many people would discard

this area as unusable.



The site I chose to build on is sloped, and the office, along

with its separate entrance, occupies the lower level (see the

photo below). The main living spaces are on the main and

upper levels. The separate level for the office removes it

enough from the living spaces so that I’m not constantly dis-

tracted by the lure of the refrigerator and other family activity.

Office for evening work A computer consultant needed

an office that would be close to the activity of his family but

that had enough separation to allow work to get done. The

office was placed in the loop of family activity, so that when

the doors are open, it can be part of the rest of the house (see

the floorplan on the facing page). If the doors are closed,
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though, he has acoustical privacy and his children know not to

interrupt him. When a client comes to the house, he can close

a door between the entry and living space, making the office

entirely private.

If you’re going to be doing a lot of work at home, it’s better to

create a space that is separate and private: Avoid making a home

office double as the family control center. These are differ ent

functions and typically operate best out of different places.

Not So Many Bathrooms
The bathroom has undergone its own evolutionary process

from water closet to luxury suite. American houses contain

more bathrooms than any other culture’s. Larger new homes

feature one bathroom associated with each bedroom and some-

times even separate bathrooms for husband and wife. Add a
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powder room and a mudroom toilet, and you can have two or

three bathrooms per resident. Why so many? The reasons are

primarily for resale value. A private bathroom is considered to

be a desirable luxury. Yet, bathrooms are one of the most

expensive areas in the house per square foot (you could almost

purchase a new car for every bathroom you build), so it’s impor-

tant to analyze whether such an investment is sensible.

The way bathrooms are planned to be used and the way they

actually are used are entirely different. The model in most

instances seems to be one bathroom for the adults and one for

the children. In some families the master bathroom is used 

by the whole family, because the morning is the time when the

family gathers socially. In other models, the parents’ area is a

private zone.

In designing a Not So Big House, there should be a con -

certed effort to cut back on the number of bathrooms. Here are

a couple of strategies to accomplish that goal: Consider which

bathrooms can be shared. The master bath is typically more an

expression of fantasy than reality. With its whirlpool or soak-

ing tub, the master bath implies a life of leisure and relaxation.

The reality, in many families, is that the tub is used most often

by children under the age of five. If you want to share your

bathroom with your children, then plan accordingly. If you

don’t, then consider putting the soaking tub in a place where

everyone can use it.

A common mistake is to connect a guest bedroom and

another bedroom with one bathroom. This almost always

creates an awkward situation for the guest, who may not be

comfortable sharing a bathroom with whomever is on the

other side of the door. In such cases, consider designing a bath-

room with a single entrance, easily accessible from both bed-

rooms (see the floorplans at left). And by placing partitions

between functions you can accommodate the needs of more

than one person without any awkwardness.
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A powder room should be convenient to family social areas

and also close to the mudroom entrance. The same powder

room can serve both family and visitors, if you’re willing to let

go of expectations that the room will be pristine at all times,

ready for the arrival of an unannounced guest. Frequently

when I tell clients this, they still insist they need two powder

rooms: one for family and one for guests. But if you stop and

think about how often a guest stops by unannounced, you’ll 

be able to reevaluate whether it’s worth building a separate

powder room for such a rare event. That’s how bathrooms 

proliferate—we don’t think about how frequently such events

(a guest arriving unannounced) really happen.

If a guest bedroom is nearby, the powder room can even func-

tion as a guest bath. By hanging a bamboo shade or other

screening device over the tub when the bath isn’t needed, you

can transform a bathroom into a powder room (see the bottom

drawing on the facing page). Another strategy is to separate

the shower or tub with a partition so that it’s out of view.

If you eliminate unnecessary bathrooms, you’ll save money

and space. Use the space for a place just for yourself; and put

the money toward making the bathrooms you do build more

beautiful.

Sunroom or Porch?
What about those places in a house that serve no quantifiable

function? The screen porch may seem to be just a place to enjoy

a summer night. In a burst of practicality, many people decide

during construction to make the porch all-season. It seems like
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such a small change to add windows and doors, but the change

will turn a place that would be used and cherished as a pro-

tected outdoor space into yet another sunny room in a house.

A sunroom has a different function than a porch: A sunroom

is an all-year-round indoor space, while a screen porch cele-

brates summer weather and the outdoors. 

Newer houses in particular feature so many windows that

several rooms in a typical house could be considered sunrooms

already (see the photo below). In such a case, a sunroom often

becomes yet another sitting room—beautifully appointed, but

not much used. If your house has no similar space, a sunroom

makes sense. One light-filled social space will get used, but two

or more merely duplicate functions.
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A screen porch isn’t a
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In Minnesota, where I used to live, the summer season is

short and the air is thick with mosquitoes. If we wanted to be

outside during the summer, we had to have a screened porch.

When I first moved there, I didn’t understand this and very

nearly converted the porch on the front of the old house I had

just purchased into an extension of the living room. Luckily, I

didn’t have enough money at the time to follow through with

my plans. After just a few weeks of summer, I realized that the

porch was the living area for the few months of good weather,

between June and September. We ate there, socialized there,

watched the thunderstorms and sunsets there. We were outside

all the while, separated from nature by only a thin layer of

mesh through which the mosquitoes could not penetrate. It

very quickly became our favorite room in the house (see the

photo on p. 57).

This experience is very different from sitting in a sunroom,

which never gives you the impression you are actually outside,

despite all the windows. The windows are a definite membrane

between inside and outside. Even if you don’t live in an area

besieged with airborne pests, the experience of sitting on a
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A porch doesn’t have to be big. This three-sided porch, 

with elegant and minimalist detailing, transforms the house 

for summer living.

This writing nook offers a place for a poet to curl up on pillows and contemplate 

the view beyond.
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porch, outside but protected by a section of roof, is delightful.

The more sides of the porch open to the great outdoors the 

better: one is hardly enough; two is better; three is ideal.

A Place of One’s Own
Whenever you tinker in the garage or retreat to a sewing room,

you’re expressing the need for a place of your own. Children

get their own rooms, but a couple tend to share all their space

with each other. Joseph Campbell wrote this about the need for

personal space: “You must have a room or a certain hour of the

day or so where you do not know what is in the morning paper.

A place where you can simply experience and bring forth what

you are and what you might be. At first you may think noth-

ing’s happening. But if you have a sacred space and take advan-

tage of it and use it everyday, something will happen” (The

Power of Myth, Anchor Books, 1991).

Perhaps the search for the essence of this place—a room of

one’s own—has contributed to the scale of houses today: More

and more rooms are planned in an attempt to create distance

and separation. But all that’s necessary to create a place for

yourself is a very small area—truly just big enough for one.

Tucked into an attic or carved out of a bedroom, such a place

should encourage you to be yourself. A writer and poet I know

made her personal space in a corner of the master bedroom 

(see the bottom photo on the facing page). By extending the

windows from floor level to 2 ft. 4 in. off the floor, she can sit

on cushions on the floor and have a bird’s-eye view of the 

outside world as she contemplates her next poem. My own 

private place in my Minnesota house was an attic hideaway,

accessible by a ship’s ladder. Both a place for meditation and for

writing, it was filled with things that I loved and that had 

special meaning to me. It was a true expression of my inner self:

a place where I found inspiration, clarity, and focus. I have a

similar place in my Not So Big House in Raleigh.
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The author’s own private place is accessible with a ship’s ladder. Carved into an attic,

it’s a place of quiet inspiration.





“Do not keep anything in your 

home that you do not know to be useful 

or believe to be beautiful.”—William Morris

nyone who’s ever spent time on a sailboat already appreciates

how the Not So Big House works. Each space within the boat is

carefully tailored to serve more than one function. Everything

from recycling bins to clothes storage is well considered. Because

of this careful, thoughtful use of space, it’s no great exaggeration

to suggest that six people can live more comfortably on a 40-ft. boat than they

can in a big, badly designed house.

The same kind of thinking that makes a sailboat both habitable and sea -

 worthy can make a Not So Big House work. As you pare down the actual square

footage of your house plan, think about how to make various areas do double

duty. For example, in a boat, the seats to the dining table double as beds (see the

top photo on p. 62). In a Not So Big House, the fireplace hearth can also become

a seating area with the addition of cushions. While storage in a boat is carved 

out of every possible place, in the Not So Big House it’s been carved into the
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design of the house. When attention is paid to the usefulness

of a house, there’s a place for everything and everything is in

its place. In architectural lingo, such a house expresses a “use-

ful beauty.”

But how do you make the Not So Big House work as effi-

ciently as a 40-ft. boat? In this chapter, you’ll learn about ways

to make spaces do double duty, about planning for creative

storage, and about strategies that will make your Not So Big

House feel bigger. Through the alchemy of architecture, effi-

cient smaller areas can be transformed into spacious, gracious

spaces for living.

A wooden boat

expresses the essence

of Not So Big: a place

for everything and

everything in its place. 

Like a boat, this living

area provides places

that can do double

duty. The hearth, for

example, can become

extra seating with the

addition of cushions.
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Doing Double Duty
I once spent several weeks with a Japanese family as part of 

an academic exchange program. Their house was extremely

compact—and the way the family made it work was to change

the function of the rooms over the course of the day. By day,

the room Westerners would call the living room was used for

more formal sitting and adult conversation. At night, this

room became the children’s sleeping area. The bedding, which

was stored behind sliding doors, came out at night, and was

then rolled up again in the morning (see the photo above). My

room, which was truly tiny by Western standards, served per-

fectly adequately as both my bedroom and my study, because

I rolled up my bed as well.

Although I’m not advocating that our homes should be as

compact as the average Japanese home, it does seem as if our

rooms have grown bigger to accommodate various activities

and all their related furnishings. Rather than make an area

larger, think about ways spaces can be shared. A home office by

day can serve as a bedroom by night. An informal dining area

can easily be turned into a place for formal dining with the

addition of dimmer-controlled lighting. Consider other ways of

doubling up: Can the away room also be an office? Or is it a

place to listen to music? Is the guest bedroom a good place to
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This Japanese interior

is a living room by 

day and a bedroom 

by night. The futons

and bedding are kept

hidden from view in

cupboards.



put the television? Can the laundry hallway double as a place

for guests to put their suitcases?

Allowing areas in a house to “moonlight” is one way to make

them do double duty. And in the Not So Big House, the spaces

where most time is spent should be able to accommodate a range

of activities. The way to do this is to create spaces within a

larger area that can be transformed to serve different functions.

Shelter around Activity
Creating shelter around a specific activity is a concept children

instinctively understand whenever they make cozy hideaways

out of cardboard boxes. What they’re doing is creating a 

smaller space within the larger confines of their rooms. Adults

exhibit a similar need for shelter when they go to a restaurant.

Imagine you’ve arrived for dinner and you’re the only one in

the restaurant. The waitress seats you in the middle of the

room, but, if you’re anything like me, you’ll most likely ask for

a corner booth, which offers a sheltered place where you can

enjoy the restaurant as it bustles into life.

The alcove is the adult’s equivalent of the cardboard box.

Walls wrap around three sides of the alcove just as a restaurant

booth does. Alcoves are a fundamental strategy for making Not

So Big work. And they can be placed in virtually any space,

from living areas to bedrooms. A room that has an alcove auto-

matically does double duty by providing an alternative space

within a larger space. The living area shown in the photo at

left has two alcoves. One contains a window seat and a rock-

ing chair; the other is more adaptable, changing function to

suit the occasion—in this instance, Lego® play time.

The Third Dimension
A floorplan encourages us to think in only two dimensions—

length and width. Placing walls and doors is the usual way

spaces are defined within a house, so most people think that

they’ve finished with the design process once the floorplan is

set. But the height of these spaces is what makes places feel

An alcove will make any room do double duty by creating a space within 

a larger area. This room has two alcoves—one for reading and watching television,

the other in use as play space. 

Children like to make

cozy spaces for 

themselves out of

whatever material is

handy—in this case, 

a cardboard box gives

a sense of shelter.
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comfortable or uncomfortable. Have you ever been in an office

building with room after room of 8-ft. ceilings? Uniform 

ceiling heights make any space feel homogenous. By raising or

lowering the ceiling, spaces are enlivened and places within

the larger area are created that are individually defined yet

clearly part of the whole. In the photo of the dining area at

right the lowered ceiling functions as the brim around a hat

does, marking space.

Many people feel more comfortable under a lowered ceiling.

A friend who was remodeling a warehouse space contacted me

for advice. The loft, which had great light, turned out to be vir-

tually unusable. The space was long and narrow—almost like a

bowling alley. The only places that my friend felt comfortable

in were the corners, where the two walls offered some shelter. A

simple, inexpensive solution was to lower the ceiling at both

ends. What had been unusable space was transformed into three

spaces that could house various activities. The height of a space

is critical to how it is experienced: Make sure to include the

third dimension of height in the planning process.

The lowered soffit, put to use as a plate rail, gives a sense of shelter to the 

bench seating below. 

Ceiling Height 

Lowering the ceiling at both ends of a long, 

narrow room creates three separate spaces.
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Interior Lighting
Light is intrinsically connected to mood. A sunny day seems to

express a cheerful mood, while a cloudy one might make us feel

more introspective. Correspondingly, the use of light inside a

house can transfigure a space. In the photos below, an everyday

dining area is transformed by subdued lighting into an elegant

place to entertain. By using brighter light, the same area can

feed the family. Light is the primary tool for changing the

mood of a space—and there are many sophisticated systems on

the market that allow you to control each scene within the

house with a series of dimmers (see the sidebar on p. 68).

Light can also be used to differentiate one place from another.

If every area is lit to the same degree, a house can become very
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Lighting for Formal Dining

Lighting is the most

useful tool for creating

interior ambience.

Here, the lighting 

setting is for formal

dining. The floorplan

above shows how the

various fixtures are 

set to create the

appropriate mood.

(Photo taken at A on

floorplan.)

Living room lights on low

Pin-spot lights above

dining table on high

Feature lighting

on low

Plate-rail

lights on

bright

Kitchen under-

cabinet lights on

Recessed

lights off

A



After dinner, the 

lighting system allows

for a quick change of

scene. Now the living

area is illuminated 

and the dining area 

is more subdued.

(Photo taken at B on

floorplan.)
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homogenous in mood and feeling. By lighting different areas

with different intensities, various areas can be distinguished

within a larger space.

Making More of the Practical
The year I turned 21, I spent part of the summer living with six

other people on a 40-ft. sailboat. By day, we sailed the Puget

Sound; each night, anchored by an island shore, we came to

appreciate the level of detail in the boat’s interior. Every square

inch on the boat was lovely to look at—from the brass cleats

on the bow to the vent stack in the latrine. As I design Not So

Big Houses, I often think back to the level of detail on that

boat and the ways it helped us live in relative harmony, despite
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After-Dinner Lighting

Living-room lighting

and feature lighting on

medium

Pin-spot lights above

table on low

Plate-rail

lighting in

kitchen and

dining area

on low

Kitchen under-cabinet and

recessed can lights off

B



Newer houses are filled with lots of different
kinds of lighting, such as wall sconces, recessed
lights, and pin-spot lighting. But more often than
not, the proliferation of switches simply makes 

it easier to turn everything on
rather than try to remember which
switch controls what light. I first
realized the need for more central-
ized control when designing light-
ing systems for new homes. When
I visited my clients after they’d
spent some time living in their 
new houses I discovered that they
simply turned everything on when
they walked into a room, complete-
ly negating the intended effect of
having different lighting for differ-
ent occasions.

There are a variety of lighting-
control systems, which range in
price, complexity, and flexibility.

Some systems control the entire house, although
these seem like overkill for the average home-
owner. One house I recently designed for a 
couple in cluded an expensive whole-house light-
ing system. In the bedroom, three scenes were
offered—evening reading, morning dressing, and
cleaning. The system controlled only two fixtures,

however—recessed lights in the ceiling and bed-
side lamps. The homeowners were confronted
with a variety of choices every time they walked
into their bedroom, none of which exactly fit their
intentions. They spent time trying to rename the
functions, when all that was really required was
two simple switches on the wall. In their case,
the lighting-control system was complicating
their lives, not simplifying it.

I prefer systems that control
the main living area of a house,
allowing the homeowner to con-
trol each “scene” by setting a
series of dimmers that are then
controlled by a single switch.
Other systems allow even greater
flexibility, but they require initial
programming by a technician. These are signifi-
cantly more expensive, and they offer more con-
trol than most people find useful.

Within the next decade or so, some sort of
lighting-control system will probably be installed
in all new houses—in the main living areas, at
the very least. Lighting-control systems are just
the beginning of what will become standard for
all new houses as we develop ways to monitor
and control from a single centralized location.

TheLutron®

Grafik Eye®

System has six

dimmer switches

for different

lighting loads.

its cramped quarters. A boat’s function depends on the crafting

of its details. A Not So Big House’s graciousness and livability

comes from careful consideration of everything from the back

hallway to the finishing touches in the kitchen. The practical

places in a house, those unglamorous rooms where the work

gets done, don’t have to be unappealing. If you make the most

of every space in a house—from the laundry room to the re -

cycling center—you’ll discover the joys of living Not So Big.
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The Laundry Room
The laundry room is an itinerant space that travels upstairs and

downstairs in floorplans, with no seemingly logical place to 

settle. In many older homes, it resides in the basement. In

newer homes, it sometimes has its own spacious digs, complete

with built-in folding and ironing equipment. The laundry

room can also be found near the kitchen or adjacent to the

master bedroom.

In designing a Not So Big House, I often ask clients a series

of questions as we begin to think about the proper place for the

laundry. Does it need to be an entire room, or could it be an

alcove off a hallway? How much laundry does the household

generate? Do you do large loads, or do you launder more fre-

quently in smaller batches? Do you need an area to drip-dry
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A laundry room 

doesn’t have to look

like a laundry room.

Here, a sewing room

also functions as a

folding area for an

adjacent washer/dryer.

(Photo taken at A on

floorplan.)

Laundry in the Sewing Room

Washer
Dryer

Sewing

room

Master

bedroom

A
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Laundry facilities can be no bigger than a closet.

Here, a built-in counter serves as a place to fold 

laundry and also as a place for guests to put 

their suitcases. (Photo taken at A on floorplan.)

Hallway Laundry

Stacked
washer/dryer

Laundry

alcove

Meeting

room
Guest

bedroom

A
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clothing? Would you prefer to fold clothes near the laundry

area or elsewhere? Do you iron? If so, where do you like to iron?

Even though these questions prompt a variety of answers,

one thing seems constant. While many people imagine they

will do ironing and folding in the laundry area, they invariably

take these activities elsewhere, either because they want to be

near the rest of the family or because the laundry area is not a

pleasant place to spend time in.

Depending on your lifestyle, there are various options for 

creating a place for the laundry. If you’re an empty nester or a

couple without children, a smaller area that’s more similar to

an alcove than a room (something adjacent to the master bed-

room, perhaps) is adequate. Think about how the laundry area

can be combined with another function: In the house shown

on p. 69, it doubles as a sewing room. In my Minnesota house,

the laundry alcove was covered with folding doors when not in

use and simply blended into a hallway (see the photos on the

facing page). A built-in counter along the hall could serve as a

folding counter; and at other times it could offer a convenient

place for guests to lay out their suitcases.

In some houses, the laundry doubles as the entrance from the

garage. In this scenario, the main entrance takes everyone past

piles of dirty clothes and detergent bottles. It’s best to avoid

placing the laundry here, but if it is the only spot you can find,

it’s a good idea to create a pleasant view to draw you beyond

the clutter—either through a window or by hanging a favorite

picture at the end of the way.

New Places for Not So New Things
What do junk mail, television, a bag of aluminum cans, a tele-

phone, and a computer have in common? Each has no proper

place in our homes. While the mail collects on the dining-

room table and the cans accumulate in the kitchen, the com-

puter resides in any number of places, from the office to the

kitchen to the bedroom.
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This mail center, located in a mudroom near the entrance, allows mail to be sorted

and distributed to family members. The trash can is for recycling junk mail.



A Not So Big House includes space for each. A mail center

near the entrance of the house (see the photo on p. 71) allows

for separation of junk mail from bills and

letters, which often end up in the kitchen.

A kitchen mail center offers cubbyholes for

each member of the family. And a kitchen

island outfitted with trash cans can become

a recycling center for cans and bottles. 

A phone center can double as a kind 

of control panel for the house, hiding the

thermostat and the air-quality and lighting-

control system keypads (see the top left

photo on the facing page). It can also house

the calendar, family bulletin board, phone

books, and address books. The use of a cord-

less phone keeps the area visually streamlined

and allows for a minimum number of phone

jacks in the house. The niche for the phone

center shown in the photo was created from

space in the fireplace chase. Its counterpart

on the other end of the hearth is a broom

closet. The wall on the backside of the fire-

place defines the entry. The space between

is filled with the main ductwork for the

upper level of the house. In many houses,

the bits and pieces of various controls are

scattered throughout the building, for the

convenience of the person who installs the

system rather than for the long-term livability of the house.

But this elegant solution brings all the controls together, mak-

ing communication with the house and the rest of the world

more efficient and more aesthetically pleasing.

As for the computer, it should find a

place in the home that isn’t makeshift. In

designing a computer work area, it’s impor-

tant to remember that printers, paper stor-

age, external drives, and so forth, all need

storage space within easy reach of the

computer user. You can include space for

the computer in a home office (see pp. 49-

53), or in the main living space, or you can 

designate any number of spots around the

house for laptop use, especially if you have

wireless Internet access. As technology

continues to introduce new tools into our

lives, we must continue to update the way

we think about the spaces we need in our

houses.

In many houses, the real hearth of the

home is the television. (Indeed, a recent

best-selling video in Sweden was of a crack-

ling fire!) The placement of the television

often creates some acoustical and design

challenges in the Not So Big House. The

pattern of how the television is used is the

best way to determine its placement. If

watching television is an infrequent activi-

ty—or one that is more private—a good

solution is to put it in a cabinet that can be closed up, as shown

in the photo at right on the facing page.

72

Recycling for cans and bottles can take place 

where the waste is generated—here, it’s in the

kitchen island.

A well-organized kitchen mail center has a cubby-

hole for each family member. The work surface 

doubles as a place to pay bills.
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This phone nook is the

control center for the

whole house, with

phone, thermo stats,

and lighting and air-

quality controls all

consolidated.

The place for a 

computer doesn’t 

need to be large, 

but you do need 

to plan for all the 

accompanying 

equipment.

In a room designed for television viewing as well as other activities, folding doors can

conceal the set when it’s not on. 
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In a room where 

television watching is

the main event, the

television and its 

surrounding cabinetry

can be designed as a

sculptural statement,

as in this contempo-

rary home.
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The family who owns the house shown

on the facing page recognized that the

television was the true hearth of their

home. Rather than hide the television,

they decided to make a sculptural state-

ment with it. Its placement in the family

area is actually adjacent to the fireplace,

where family and friends can gather for

either warmth or football, as the mood

strikes. In my Minnesota house, I wanted

to avoid having the blank face of the

television staring at us at all times,

tempting us to turn it on in our free

moments. The wooden cabinet hid the

television from the rest of the living area,

while an alcove big enough for two

allowed us to keep the screen size small

(see the top photo at right). Putting the

television on a swivel base allows its posi-

tion to be changed and lets it be seen

from a variety of viewing points. And

today, of course, the advent of flat-screen

models is changing the way we look at

television.

When family members are trying to

work or read, the noise of the television

can be irritating. One solution is to 

create a space just for the television that

can be closed off acoustically from the

rest of the house (an away room). The

key idea in creating a space for the tele-

vision is to recognize your relationship to

the TV—what it is and what you want it

to be—and design accordingly.

Making Not So Big
Feel Bigger
Square footage can be deceiving: Some

big houses feel small, and some small

houses feel big. The house shown in 

the top photo on p. 76 has a 900-sq.-ft.

footprint, while the house shown in 

the photo below it has a 3,000-sq.-ft.

footprint. The smaller space appears 

to be bigger because various strategies

were employed to make it appear 

so. The image of the larger house feels

smaller because views are kept short 

to create a sense of intimacy in the 

main living area. If you want to make

Not So Big feel bigger, the following

strategies will help you create a sense 

of spaciousness.

Diagonal Views
The diagonal line is used by both chore-

ographers and theater directors to “acti-

vate the stage,” in theater terminology.

Similarly, architects use an imaginary

diagonal line to create more dynamic
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Flanked by the side of a built-in cabinet, this television is

designed to be visible only when sitting in an alcove. From

the adjacent living area, you don’t even know it’s there.

A swivel base allows the television to be oriented toward 

different activity areas.
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This small room feels

big because there are

long views sweeping

from one corner of the

house to the other.

This big room feels

more cozy because the

larger space is divided

into smaller areas by

the scale and place-

ment of the fireplace.
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spaces, which do in fact feel bigger. The reason for this is math-

ematical. Just as the hypotenuse of a triangle is the longest line,

so in a square room, the diagonal view—from corner to oppo-

site corner—is the longest dimension. If you create a number

of diagonal views, you will focus on the longest view and so

perceive the house to be larger than it is (see the photo above).

Diagonal views can begin at the home’s entrance. If you can

stand by the front door and see both opposite corners of the

first floor, the house will automatically feel bigger. If you offer

unobstructed sight lines to whatever space is diagonally oppo-

site the kitchen, dining, and living areas, the house will seem

bigger and more welcoming. When you see a space, you feel

invited into it. And if you see a space, you use it more often.
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A diagonal view, which stretches here from the kitchen to the piano alcove, not only makes a space 

seem bigger but also ensures that each area within is used on an everyday basis. The reason for this 

is simple: If you can see a space, you’re more likely to use it.



Why do we think
that high ceilings
make a space
feel bigger than
low ceilings? Our
perception might
come from hear-
ing the basic
measurement of
the space: A room
with an 18-ft.-
high ceiling, for
example, seems
very big. And cer-
tainly, the volume
of such a room
will be bigger. But

in some instances a high ceiling actually works against the
perception of spaciousness.

In our architectural office, which is located in a renovated
warehouse, the ceiling height in the conference room is 10 ft.

6 in. The footprint of the room is 10 ft. by 14 ft.
When clients try to gauge the size of a space
we’ve drawn for them, they often try to relate it
to the dimensions of the conference room. But
the ceiling height makes the room’s floor area
feel smaller than it would with an 8-ft. or 9-ft.
ceiling. The reason for this is both mathemati-
cal and psychological. If the ceiling is the
largest dimension, that is where our attention
is drawn. We look up, marveling at ceiling
height, instead of appreciating what the room
has to offer at eye level. If the length and the
width are longer than the height, then that is

where our attention goes—the room feels longer and wider,
hence bigger.

High ceilings are often considered more desirable than
lower ceilings. This notion might come from a confusion
between what is interesting and what is comfortable. Just
because a chair is interesting to look at doesn’t mean it’s
going to be comfortable to sit in. The same applies to a house.
While we may reject a room with an 8-ft. ceiling because we
perceive it to be run-of-the-mill, it can be more comfortable
than a room with a high ceiling. Also, both high and low ceil-
ings can be modulated with lowered areas. In the dramatic liv-
ing room shown in the photo at left a lowered soffit creates a
pocket of coziness within a soaring space. A ceiling trellis
below a standard 8-ft.-high ceiling creates visual interest
much less expensively than a 9-ft. or 10-ft. ceiling would.

Remember, though, that the proportion of the ceiling height
to other dimensions of the room is important. A 10-ft. ceiling
might feel right in a 25-ft.-wide room, but it can turn a powder
room into an elevator shaft. Similarly, an 8-ft. ceiling in a
large room will make the space feel like a generic office
building.

And, obviously, if you’re tall, an area with a 7-ft. ceiling
may not feel comfortable. Frank Lloyd Wright, a man who
stood 5 ft. 7 in. high, used lower ceilings throughout his houses
and other buildings, believing if it worked for him it should
work for everyone. In fact, his taller patrons find his architec-
ture to be constricting.

A lowered 

soffit creates 

a pocket of

coziness in a

soaring space.

A ceiling 

trellis gives a

sense of entry

to the kitchen.
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Generous Circulation
In planning a Not So Big House, don’t sacrifice square feet at

the entry and in passageways. When you enter a house that

doesn’t give you enough room to comfortably take off your coat

or move about, you automatically feel confined and unwel-

come. While realistically there doesn’t need to be a large

amount of space at the front of the house, the proportion of the

entrance can set the tone for the rest of the house. A large

house with too-small circulation spaces makes you feel as if

you’re in a small house. Similarly, a smaller house with gener-

ous circulation areas feels bigger.

A few well-placed square feet can turn a stairwell into a stair-

way. The upstairs landing should beckon you with light; it

should feel like a place in which there is generous room to

move. Narrow hallways use up square footage that is better

applied to living spaces. If you must have a hallway, find ways

to introduce light into it, or put a lighted picture at the end so

that you have something to walk toward.
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Generous circulation spaces are critical to building Not So Big: A few extra feet at the

top of the stairs can make all the difference. With a barrel-vaulted ceiling, this stair

landing is a defined place, instead of just a passageway to somewhere else. 

Natural light in hallways makes them seem both wider and 

more inviting. Imagine this same space without the windows, 

and it would become almost tunnel-like.



Let There Be Daylight
Light is integrally connected to our perception of space. Of all

the qualities that people desire in a house, “light-filled” is

among the most popular. Daylight, in obvious ways, makes a

house feel welcoming. Windows connect us to the world, and

by carefully planning their placement we can fill our houses

with light and views. In Colonial times, fresh air was consid-

ered dangerous—and virtually windowless houses were shut

tight at night to keep out the evil wind. Two hundred years

ago, glass was expensive and difficult to find, and windows

were used in construction quite sparingly. In the past 80 years,

the number of windows used in construction has increased dra-

matically. But just like square footage, the number of windows

does not necessarily make a house feel big. That’s a function of

how the windows are placed.

When placing a window, think of it not only as a frame for

an exterior view but also as an interior composition, a kind of

painting that is part of the wall. In the photo shown at left, a

square window surrounded by glass block allows both views and

a pattern of light to stream in. The window also functions as an

important part of the living area’s composition.

If you want good views of the outside, windows are best

placed no more than 2 ft. 6 in. off the floor. If windows are

higher than that, the view of the outside is limited—when

seated you won’t be able to see anything below the horizon

line. This creates a sense of disconnection with the ground on

which the house sits, a disconcerting effect similar to when you

were a child sitting at the table, legs dangling, straining to

reach the plate and see out of the window. In bedrooms, lower

levels, and all seating areas, windowsills should be brought

down so they don’t obstruct views; by adjusting the sill, a con-

nection to the outdoors is ensured.

Corner windows, two windows that come together in a cor-

ner, extend the diagonal views to the horizon. While a window

in a flat surface defines only one direction, a corner window

presents no boundaries to the view. A window that’s placed

right up to the edge of a ceiling without a frame makes a space
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Windows frame the view outside and can also make a striking 

interior composition. Glass block used as a border creates a 

geometric pattern.
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Windows placed up

against the ceiling

without frames make 

a space feel bigger

because light 

bounces off the 

ceiling and walls.



feel bigger, because it becomes part of both the wall and the

ceiling. In the photo on p. 81, the light reflected on the ceil-

ing is a direct result of the window placement. Without the

typical shadow cast by a window frame, the effect is striking:

The ceiling seems to float. The window is simply a membrane

between inside and outside, merely a surface that is a part of

the wall. In fact, if you think about windows as see-through

walls, then you can extend the connection between inside and

outside (as shown in the photo below). 

Sliding Doors
For many years pocket doors were flimsy contraptions outfitted

with cheap hardware, which meant that the doors constantly

fell off their tracks. The sliding door has come a long way:

With heavy-duty hardware, any door can now be converted

into a fail-safe sliding door.

The main reason to use a sliding door is to save space. There

are areas of the house where the addition of the space needed

for a swinging door would feel awkward. A 3-ft.-wide powder
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The frameless 

windows in this 

house dissolve the

separation between

inside and out.
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Interior Views

Houses are usually designed to take advantage of outside
views, with windows in just the right places to capture
various scenes within the landscape. But
we also spend a great deal of time look-
ing within the house, and the composition
of “interior views” is equally important.
While a window frames an exterior view,
ceilings and the edges of walls and floors
frame interior views. If these views are thoughtfully com-
posed, the house becomes beautiful to look at, from the
armchair by the hearth or, as shown here, from the front
entry through the living room.

The focal point of

this interior view

is a fireplace,

framed by beams,

columns, and the

stair landing. 

Sliding doors save

space and are 

particularly useful 

in a small powder

room. (Photo taken 

at A on floorplan.)

Powder Room with Sliding Door

Mudroom

A

Powder

room



the house to project its Italian image while making it useful 

in a northern climate. The seating area beneath the roof gives

the sense of being inside, protected from the elements, but

with views to the garden courtyard. From the inside, looking

out, there is a layering of places

that range from completely interi-

or to partly exterior to completely

exterior.

Creative 
Storage
While storage in many homes

takes the form of a closet, in a Not

So Big House storage is a strategic

defense against clutter. In a Not So

Big House, storage is designed for

the way you live and the things

you do. The hierarchy of how

often the things in your life are

used—from every day, to once in a

while, to never—influences how

storage is planned in a Not So Big

House. William Morris, one of the

founders of the Arts and Crafts

movement, proclaimed 100 years ago: “Do not keep anything

in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe 

to be beautiful.” Such is the organizing principle behind 

storage in the Not So Big House: Every space is considered 

for what is useful; special places are planned to display what 

is beautiful.
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room, for example, won’t accommodate the swing of a hanging

door (see the photo and plan on p. 83). Sliding doors work par-

ticularly well in narrow spaces and in hallways (to hide laundry

facilities, for example). In fact, the sliding door is an easy way

to hide many different spaces you

want kept out of view. A mudroom

could have a sliding door, as could

the kitchen, to conceal it when

guests are over for dinner.

Connecting to the Outdoors
A Not So Big House will feel bigger

if spaces for living are created out-

side as well as inside. As we saw in

Chapter 2, porches and decks can

increase living space considerably,

especially in areas where weather

isn’t a great concern. When the

roof offers shelter over the deck,

the area becomes integrated with

the rest of the house. And the

extension of the roof line actually

makes the house seem bigger from

the inside. The courtyard house

shown in the photos on these two pages was designed for a

Minnesota woman who loves Italian architecture. Taking as

inspiration the Italian cloister, the plan of the house allows 

for two circulation patterns—one inside, with views of the

courtyard, and one outside, with views of the passageway. Two

sides of the house are open and two sides are interior, allowing

The inspiration for this Minnesota house was an Italian cloister. With broad

overhangs and precast concrete columns, a covered walkway connects the

house with the outdoors.
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The outside cloister

is echoed inside by

a long passageway

filled with arched

windows. It’s the

cold-weather 

alternative to the 

outside walkway.



In each instance, storage corresponds to the place where the

object is used: from a drawer in a window seat to a broom closet

set into the fireplace area. Remember that the budget for your

house will make an impact on the kind of storage you choose.

Built-ins, in general, add significant cost to the overall price of

the house. Very generally, you can assume that the cost will be

analogous to a purchased piece of furniture of similar quality.

Creative Kitchens
In a Not So Big House, the kitchen is open to the living areas,

so storage is essential to the way the kitchen functions and

looks. The pantry is a very useful space: Make it as big or as

small as necessary to fit the way the kitchen is used. If you are

a gourmet cook, the pantry will be scaled to accommodate spe-

cialty items and equipment. If you’ll use the pantry every day,
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Visually appealing

kitchen storage is

essential when the

kitchen is open to the

living areas. Built-in

shelves, flanked by

walk-in corner

pantries, hold this

cook’s collection of

cookbooks.
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make it part of the kitchen. If you hoard items—buying jars of

jam for next Christmas—it can be its own walk-in area.

The hallway that separates the kitchen area from the away

room in the photo above is designed as a highly creative stor-

age area (another example of “doing double duty”). The divid-

ing wall, which is only 15 in. wide, becomes a very useful

pantry area for the kitchen and creates bookshelf space for the
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Pantries don’t have to be walk-in size to be useful. A very efficient 

way to store kitchen supplies is to line a hallway with a pantry wall. 

In this instance, a 15-in.-wide dividing wall is a pantry on one side 

and bookshelves on the other. (Photo taken at A on floorplan.)
Away

room

Family

room

Kitchen

A

Hall

Bedroom



away room. Walls at the edge of a circulation space can easily

become fabulous pantries with the addition of 10 in. in depth

(the width of a typical cereal box). In many ways, this is the

most efficient kind of kitchen storage. Shallow storage makes

everything visible and reachable.

The pantry shown in the photos and drawings on these two

pages was literally carved out of a corner. It’s no bigger than 

3 ft. by 3 ft. and uses space that was formerly part of the pow-

der room. Despite its odd shape, the pantry greatly enhances

the storage capacity of the kitchen.

Another defense against kitchen clutter is the appliance

garage (see the photo on p. 90). In recent years, the number 

of available kitchen implements has reached epic proportions.

An appliance garage can hide appliances such as toasters,
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An L-shaped corner

pantry was created

from a former powder

room in this kitchen

remodeling. No 

bigger than a closet, 

it enhances the 

storage capacity of 

the kitchen.

Creating Pantry Space: Before

Powder

room
Dining

room

Kitchen
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juicers, and breadmakers from view, yet keep them within 

easy reach.

The philosophy of the Not So Big House advocates that the

things you use everyday are those things that have the most

meaning. A client, planning for her retirement house, wanted

a built-in cabinet in the dining room to store her heirloom

china, which she planned on giving to her children. But while

the fancy china had been cherished, it had never been used, 

so her adult children had no childhood memories of it. We

decided to store most of the china in the basement, and made

a special hutch in the kitchen to display a few choice pieces.

Most people would relegate the space under the stairs to a

coat closet. But English designer John Ferro Sims transformed

the space under the stairs in the London studio of the noted
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Although the pantry 

is oddly shaped, when

the doors are closed 

it integrates perfectly

with the rest of the

kitchen. (Photo taken

at A on floorplan.)

Creating Pantry Space: After

Powder

room

Kitchen

Pantry

A
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Strategies for avoiding

kitchen clutter include

a hanging pot rack, a

center island, and an

appliance garage in

the corner. Stacking

the microwave and

wine storage above 

the appliance garage

makes optimum use of

a corner space.
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sculptor Henry Moore into a tiny but elegantly efficient

kitchen (see the photo above and on p. 60). What most of us

would consider wasted space becomes innovation at its finest

in the hands of this designer. Here we see the very essence and

personality of the Not So Big House.

Innovative Everyday Closets 
and Cupboards
Consider the convenience of having the extra roll of toilet

paper where it’s needed, instead of down the hallway. Storage

in the living areas of the Not So Big House is always a conve-

nient and sometimes obvious solution to an everyday problem
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The space under the

stairs in a London 

studio has been turned

into a small jewel of 

a kitchen.



that can leave us stranded—pants around ankles—waddling to

the laundry room.

The bedroom storage in the photo below shows the foresight

of careful planning. In a bedroom that has limited space, the

closet was designed to use every cubic inch to maximum effect.

Built-ins, shelves, and mirrors, all behind folding doors, store

clothes and personal items. This room does double duty: When

the closet doors are closed and the futon is folded into a couch,
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Consider putting 

storage where it’s 

useful—adjacent to

the toilet, for example.

This room is a sym-

phony of storage. 

With built-in dressers,

shelves, and mirrors,

all enclosed in a wall

cabinet, the room can

do double duty as a

bedroom or an away

room. Notice the light

fixture above the 

mirror—an ingenious

way to give light

where it’s needed.
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it functions as an away room. But with futon down and closet

doors open, it becomes a combined bedroom and dressing area.

The closet addresses a problem common with mirror place-

ment. The recessed lights and the mirror are actually attached

to the back of the door, ensuring that the light is in the proper

location for using the mirror. In the bedroom shown below,

built-in storage surrounds a fireplace hearth. Functional and

beautiful, it becomes an integrated piece of the room’s design.
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Above: Windows, mirror, medicine cabinet, and sink are each typically given their own

wall space. Here, they all happily coexist in an innovative design.

Left: Built-in storage around a fireplace makes a beautiful statement in a bedroom.



A common problem in bathroom design is the conflict

between medicine cabinet, window, and mirror. Typically in

new homes, the mirror takes up most of the wall surface above

the sink, allowing little space for a medicine cabinet or win-

dow. People often assume that they can’t put a window into the

wall behind a sink because they need it for the mirror. But, in

fact, the mirror doesn’t need to be wall-sized. By breaking every

rule in the book, the solution shown in the photo at right on

p. 93 accommodates all three functions on one wall surface.

The guest coat closet is often scaled to accommodate 25

coats. The reality is that it is usually empty, or crammed with

last year’s Christmas wrapping paper and newspapers awaiting

recycling. When guests do arrive, they typically traipse upstairs

to pile coats on a bed. When you plan for coat closets in a 

Not So Big House, put them next to the main entry. The 

closet doesn’t need to be enormous, just big enough. When

large groups of people visit, all the coats go into a bedroom.

Remember that the guest closet in the Not So Big House is

only for guests: Your coats go into the mudroom.

You can’t predict what you’ll need to store in the next five

years. But when you design your Not So Big House, keep in

mind that storage needs increase the longer you live in a house.

In the left photo above, the kneewall area could have simply

been walled over. By putting doors to access the area, it

becomes unusually shaped, but still useful storage.
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Any corner, nook, or cranny can function as storage. 

Here, the kneewall has become a triangular storage area; 

drawers under the window seat store blankets.
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Double-Duty Storage
Any space in a Not So Big House is fair game for storage, espe-

cially in living areas. The strategy is to find a spot that seems

to take up no extra square footage. The bunk bed shown in the

photo above doubles as a blanket or toy chest. Drawers in win-

dow seats and benches are a more practical solution than a lift-

up lid, which is troublesome to raise when cushions are set on

top of it. Stairways can offer wall space that is easily trans-
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Above: The stairway doesn’t have to be just an unadorned passageway. 

In this house, it’s become a library. While the shelves offer storage, the books

become a kind of decoration, visible from upstairs and down.

Left: This bed could easily be on a boat. Carved into a corner, it’s surrounded 

by drawers and shelves, offering a maximum of storage in a minimum of space.
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In the Not So Big

House, even the 

space under the 

stairs can provide

storage—in this

instance, for shoes.
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formed into bookshelves with the addition of 10 in. to the

width of the stairwell. The area under the stair steps is fre-

quently unused, particularly in houses without basements. 

As shown in the photo on the facing page, one enterprising

designer used the space effectively for pull-out shoe storage.

Storage as Display
A useful addition to a dining area or kitchen is a plate rail,

which offers both storage and display. The plates that line the

rail in the kitchen area shown in the photo above are both

beautiful and useful. With dramatic lighting, they become a

work of art, but on many occasions the plates are taken from

the rail to adorn the table as functional items.

A client who had an amazing collection of beer cans asked

for a built-in display in a recreation area (see the photo at

right). A music-loving client wanted storage for his collection
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Any collection is fair game for display. Here’s a wainscot of beer cans.

Storage can also serve as display. A plate rail that lines the kitchen shows off 

a collection of handcrafted plates. The rail continues into the dining area, 

artfully linking the two rooms.



of CDs. By lining the walls, they become a kind of wallpaper

for the room where he likes to sit and listen to music (see the

photo at right above). If you have a collection of items, what-

ever they may be, that collection expresses something about

who you are. It’s an opportunity to integrate into the house the

things that inspire you and give you pleasure. A Not So Big

House gains its personality from the passions of its inhabitants.

In the built-in pantry by designer Fu Tung Cheng shown on

the facing page, concrete, Douglas fir, and steel are combined to

create a work of usable sculpture. That something as common -

place as a pantry can be transformed into such a beautiful

object expresses the potential of how storage in our houses can

enhance the experience of living in them.
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Storage for a collection of CDs becomes a kind of wallpaper lining the room.

When planning for storage, think beyond the confines 

of the cupboard. Beautiful things should be seen and

displayed for everyday enjoyment.
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In this built-in pantry,

natural materials and

elegant design create

usable sculpture.





“Home is an invention on which 

no one has yet improved.” 

—Ann Douglas

arly in my career I worked with a young couple who were both

successful professionals in the computer-software business. They

saw in their future a big new house where they would live for the

rest of their lives. They planned to have two children, at some

indefinite point in their lives, so they would need two extra 

bedrooms—plus a guest bedroom—in addition to their own. The couple were

convinced that their yet-to-be-born children would have no effect on their cur-

rent lifestyle. In fact, to maintain their own privacy, they wanted to put the kids’

bedrooms at the opposite end of the house from the master bedroom.

Anyone who has ever lived with small children will immediately understand

that this approach to bedroom location is completely unrealistic. The direct

result of placing a young child’s bedroom far from the parents’ is that the child

will move into the parents’ bedroom—for months, sometimes even for years. But

my clients were undeterred; their vision of an existence un fettered by children
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remained. We began to design a house that had the bedrooms

where they wanted them. Rather sneakily, I added a sitting

room off the master bedroom, which was separated from the

bedroom by French doors. I knew that this would, most likely,

become the nursery. And I decided to let them discover this 

for themselves.

The one thing that’s predictable about life is that it’s unpre-

dictable. You can have a little control, however. The process of

making a house Not So Big allows you to tailor the house to

your needs and to create spaces that can easily adapt and

change with you throughout the stages of your life. In this

chapter, we’ll look at a number of houses, each designed for

people with distinctly different lifestyles: From a retreat for a

single professional to a remodeling for empty nesters, these Not

So Big Houses express the values and passions of their inhabi-

tants. Although none of the homeowners are exceptionally

wealthy, they’ve all built houses that work for them and that

have enriched their lives.

A House for One
The little house that Kelly Davis designed for himself expresses

his love of solitude and small scale. Davis, who is a partner in

my former architectural firm, is convinced that small spaces 

are more conducive to such everyday activities as reading, 

conversation, and quiet evenings in front of the fire, so he

decided to design a house that was no bigger than 800 sq. ft.

Fascinated with how space can be made to appear larger than

it is, he was determined to create a warm, intimate house that

would be as fluid and unconfining as possible.

The site Davis found to build on, just a few miles from his

office, was a 35-acre mix of woods and fields on the Wisconsin

side of the St. Croix River that overlooks the river valley and

a distant limestone bluff. Capturing this view was essential, but

he also wanted to make certain that the house would be pro-

tected on blustery winter nights. The house is, in effect,

notched into the hillside: sheltered from the north winds by a

windowless wall and a low shed roof, while the south side

opens up with large windows and a clerestory to let in views,

light, and warmth.

Davis has traveled widely and admires the traditional archi-

tecture of Japan. He used as inspiration for his house the
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This house, at 800 sq. ft., is truly Not So Big. Designed for one person, it embraces 

the solitude of living in the woods. With its north face tucked into the hill, the house

offers an enigmatic first glance as you approach.
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Japanese concept of revealing vistas gradually, culminating in

an element of surprise. The first indication of this is where cars

park—at a garage/studio/guest room that’s set about 300 ft.

from the house. The only approach to the house is on foot, a

kind of meditative walk through the woods that offers glimpses

of the house and the view beyond (see the photo on the facing

page). The house itself is a dramatic statement, with its power-

ful massing and sculptural form. Davis sustained this drama by

setting the front door in a 7-ft.-wide alcove in the southeast

corner of the house. (It’s interesting to note that Kelly realized

that if he had placed the garage next to the house, it would

have dwarfed the 800-sq.-ft. footprint.)

Inside, the house’s open plan presents a feeling of spacious-

ness (see the photo and floorplan on p. 104). Long views

extend from every direction, and a 50-ft.-long, 8-ft.-wide deck

that’s cantilevered over the hillside visible from the living area

frames a view that’s almost 75 ft. long from the living-room

wall to the end of the deck. The living area of the house is

anchored by a massive concrete fireplace, and spaces within it

are defined by alcoves and built-in furniture, all of which is

scaled appropriately to the house.
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The house reveals its

dramatic form slowly,

first presenting a 

massive sculptural

form (as shown in the

photo on the facing

page) and then open-

ing up for views and

light to the south.
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A soaring ceiling in

the living area

descends to create a

sense of shelter for the

built-in couch.

Porch

Bathroom

Soaking tub

Bedroom

Kitchen

Dining

table

Fireplace

Entry
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Because this is a house for one, there was no need to create

acoustical privacy. The dining area is marked by a built-in 

table that’s connected to the kitchen, which itself is partially

shielded from the living area by a half-wall. Throughout the

house, varied ceiling heights create shelter around specific

activities and help activate the spaces: A soaring ceiling in the

center of the living area is in contrast to a low ceiling along the

north wall, which gives a more intimate feel to the sitting area.

Wherever possible, Davis extended the inside to the outside.

Windows are installed without frames, and a porch off the bed-

room (shown in the photo at right) offers striking views in the

summer months, as well as becoming a warm-weather bed-

room. The roof, which cantilevers off the front and back of the

house, also extends the impression of the house’s size.

The bedroom, which is down a short, flat-ceilinged passage-

way, is hidden from the living area by a wing wall (see the

photo on p. 106). A beautifully crafted bathroom connects to

the bedroom. Davis wanted his house to be a retreat from the

workaday world, so he purposefully did not include space for a

drafting table and, hence, work he might otherwise have

brought home. But a built-in desk and shelves in the bedroom

allow the room to do double duty as an office where he man-

ages his bills and correspondence. Should the need arise, the

house is designed to accommodate the addition of a second

bedroom and bath to the north of the existing bathroom. With

an incredibly efficient use of space, and an impeccable eye for

detail, this house is the epitome of Not So Big.
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The small kitchen is screened from view by a partial wall but remains connected 

with the dining and living areas. The table can function as a countertop extension for

the kitchen or as an eating area.

A screen porch located off the bedroom is for warm-weather sleeping; it’s also a good

place to enjoy striking views of a river valley.



Designing for yourself can be both exhilarating and scary.

While you can literally do anything that your budget allows,

there’s no one to discuss the ideas with; no one to counter your

wishes. The challenge in this process is to realize that even if

you now intend to live alone in the house for the rest of your

life, the house can be a burden to sell if you make it too unique

to your needs. Several years ago, I designed a house for a single

man who wanted only one bedroom because he never had 

visitors. He had enough disposable income so that resale value

wasn’t a concern. He went ahead and planned for a single bed-

room, complete with a whirlpool tub actually in the room. He

saw no need for doors and, thus, the master bedroom (and its

tub) was open to the living area below. A year after the house

was finished, he fell in love. Unfortunately, his new partner did

not have the same affection for his new house. The house went

on the market, and stayed there for quite some time until an

appropriate buyer came along, who was willing to remove the

tub and add some doors, walls, and a guest bedroom.

When you’re single, there’s always the chance that the same

thing could happen to you. When designing a home for one,

how do you take into account the possibility for a change in

relationship status? My suggestion (just as with designing for

retirement years) is not to try to second-guess the future.

Design sensibly, allowing the house to work for one or for two,

but don’t go overboard. My experience as an architect suggests

that most new partners, when they move into a house that is

so clearly an expression of the other’s personality, will want a

different space that expresses both personalities—even if the

existing house is beautiful and comfortable.
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The bedroom is really just an alcove, with a built-in bed sheltered 

by a lowered ceiling. The screen porch is beyond.
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This bathroom, 

complete with 

soaking tub, an

abundance of 

natural woodwork,

and a visible 

connection to the

outdoors, reflects

the owner’s love 

for Japanese 

aesthetics.



Another thing to remember when designing for one is to

make places that feel good to be alone in. To do this, select 

the two or three activities you

enjoy doing most in the house

and design places for those

activities. Make sure there’s a

sense of shelter around each

one. Even if you sit in a smaller

space watching television or

reading, you look out into the

larger, more open spaces in the

house. There’s a big difference

between being alone and feel-

ing lonely—and nothing ac -

cen tuates loneliness more than

broad, open expanses of space.

Smaller, more cozy places

evoke a sense of security and

introspection.

A House for a Couple 
with No Kids
If a couple isn’t planning to have children and is designing a

house for themselves, the stereotypical plan of “three bedrooms

up” really doesn’t make sense. Obviously, a house for two does

not need to be as big as a house for a family with children and,

in fact, can be much more comfortable if spaces are scaled

appropriately. While an away room is usually unnecessary,

work spaces are usually important to the plan. Though some

couples can easily share an office, often each will take a differ-

ent approach to organization. Recognizing these differences

can help avoid a lot of potential arguments. Offices can also 

be useful for resale, especially

when they can be easily con-

verted into bedrooms. If you

want an office to be able to

function as a bedroom, make

sure a closet is included or can

easily be added later. When a

couple are the sole inhabitants

of a house, it is important to

make sure that some spaces

are comfortable for one or two

people only. 

The house shown at left was

built by a professional couple

in their mid-50s (Dianne and

Bob) who approached me after

months spent trying to design their second home themselves.

They owned property on a river bluff, and they wanted a 

contemporary home that would be very different from the 

traditional house they owned in the city. However, both had

strong opinions—strong and differing opinions. They needed

an architect who could help give shape to their dreams and

find common ground for both of them. The photos they had

collected and brought to our planning sessions reflected their

desire for everything to be open and visible. So the first design

for their weekend house had a totally open floorplan with a

wall of windows across the front of the house. While this

seemed to be exactly what they wanted, I was concerned about
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This contemporary Prairie-style house on a river bluff was 

originally designed as a second home for a professional couple. 

It’s now a full-time residence.
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The relatively simple cubic form of this house allowed the owners to put more of their budget into windows. The living area features a wall of 

windows that captures a panoramic view. A window seat helps modulate the open expanse of space.



the lack of definition between the kitchen, eating, and living

areas. An easy solution that maintains the sense of openness

was to add a window-seat alcove in the middle of the wall of

windows, directly across from the front door (see the photo on

p. 109). The window seat beckons from the entry and also

frames the spectacular outdoor views. Two built-in cabinets,

designed especially for Dianne’s collection of ceramic objects,

flank the entrance to the living room, creating a kind of gate-

way into the main living spaces (see the photo on p. 100).

The form of the house is very simple, essentially a cube with

two bays—one off the kitchen and the other in the window

seat. Both bays extend the three stories of the house, providing

alcoves in the kitchen, master bedroom, living room, and 

family room. The reason for the simple form of the house was

economic: They wanted to devote as much of their budget as

possible to windows in order to make the most of their spec-

tacular view.

Specifically, the house was designed to take advantage of

sunsets. Even the couple’s bed is oriented toward the windows.

But although there’s a lot of glass, bands of trim and mullions

help modulate the expanse of view, which creates smaller seg-

ments to frame the panorama. Without the trim and mullions,
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a large expanse of glass might make the homeowners feel as

though they were living in a glass house.

The house—designed as it was to take advantage of the

site—also had to function as a place where two professionals

could take work home and actually get work done. Dianne 

wanted her office to be part of the rest of the house, and so we

attached it to the master bedroom (see the photo on p. 112).

In many houses designed for couples without children, the

main area of the house becomes what A Pattern Language refers

to as “The Couple’s Realm.” The entire upstairs becomes the

couple’s suite, which is also a good place to put an office as well

as a beautiful bathroom and generous walk-in closets. Dianne’s

work alcove offers her privacy and the best views in the house.

Bob’s office is a more defined room, located off the other side
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The kitchen’s design 

is simple, with a 

minimum of detail. 

The main feature 

is a large window 

bay, which looks 

into the woods.



of the bedroom and attached to the bedroom with a sliding

door. For Bob, the room becomes a kind of away room, offering

acoustical privacy when he listens to music. Originally, the

view wasn’t as important to him as it was to Dianne. But, in

fact, the view from Bob’s study is quite lovely, and over time

he’s claimed the room as a place of his own.

The lower level is a basement on the bluff side of the house

but completely exposed on the river elevation. Dianne and

Bob often entertain out-of-town visitors, so both wanted to

provide guests with their own spacious digs, allowing for 

privacy on both levels. With a family area, guest room, and

bunk beds for kids, the lower level can easily accommodate an

entire visiting family. Bunk beds, which take up only 18 sq. ft.,
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An alcove in the master bedroom serves as an office area. The alcove is created by a lowered ceiling and a window bay that extends to 

two stories—on the first floor it accommodates a kitchen bay (see the photo on p. 111).
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take the place of an additional bedroom (see the floorplan 

at right).

The house has changed Bob and Dianne’s lives. After a year

spent in their Not So Big House, designed to express their per-

sonalities and accommodate their needs, they decided to make

this second home their primary residence. They still commute

to the city for work, but they’ve completely downscaled and

now stay in a small apartment while they wait for the weekend.

Their retreat has become their home; and this is where their

hearts are.

While Bob and Dianne found their dream site outside of a

city, many people who are interested in building a weekend

home have discovered the appeal of building a retreat inside

the city. My first Not So Big House was located on a city site

that had views of the river valley—it felt like a weekend home,

but was convenient for more than weekend life. Although my

husband and I were initially concerned about the extra cost of

a city lot, when we factored in the expense of having both a

city residence and a country residence, the city lot seemed like

the more cost-effective solution.

When people begin planning a second home they often auto-

matically think in more informal terms, allowing themselves to

envision options that they might not even consider for their

primary residence. The architects at my former firm designed

many second homes. Again and again we discovered that our

clients were much more comfortable in their second homes

than they were in their primary ones. For that reason, the 

second, or weekend, home is one of the biggest inspirations 
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for the Not So Big House. The appeal of these weekend homes

often is not just the location but the structure itself, which is

designed to be comfortable, useful, and informal.

A House for a Family
Michaela Mahady, a partner in my former firm, likes to encour-

age her clients and her students to capture the memory of houses

from their past. Teaching a class on housing at the University of

Minnesota, she encouraged her students to remember a place

that had been important and to try and capture its essence. One

of her students, Caroline, brought to class an intricate and beau-

tiful collage of the house she had grown up in France. Ten years

later, Caroline and her husband, Peter, asked Mahady to help

them design a house that would both express the charm of her

childhood home and embrace the life of their young family.

Mahady, along with architect Wayne Branum, discovered

that Caroline, a poet, and Peter, who is in the food commodi-

ties business, were able to articulate clearly the qualities they

wanted in their new home. These included a home that felt like

a tree house, a house where the family could dance together,

and a house where daily life would happen in one spacious

room. The site, quite wooded, also provided views of a small

pond, and the architects knew that the family would want to

be connected with the outdoors wherever possible.

114

This house is designed

to express the charm

of a European home.

Everything about it

nurtures the life of the

family that lives

there—down to the

colorful awnings that

cover an outdoor play

spaceabove thegarage.
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The family who built

this house not only

wanted a beautiful

place for daily life but

also a room where

they could dance

together. The slate

swath through the 

dining-area floor 

doubles as a dance

floor, while the open

living area is the 

core of the house.



The house’s steeply pitched roof line lends the building a

European flair, but inside the house materials such as Brazilian

cherry and China green slate give a more contemporary flavor.

The one room for daily living that Caroline and Peter re -

quested offers a perfect example of designing Not So Big. The

kitchen is open to the dining and living areas. Variations in

flooring material and ceiling height, as well as alcoves, help

define places within the large space. A green slate floor marks

the dining area, which is also the “dance floor” the clients

requested (see the photo on p. 115). The slate, which offers a

stunning contrast to the Brazilian cherry on the living and

kitchen floors, continues outside, as do the wooden beams,

extending the space visually at both the front and back of the

house and making an area where the family can dance outside.

A cathedral ceiling over the fireplace creates a dramatic vault

that is in contrast to lowered ceilings in the kitchen and din-

ing area, as well as over the corner window seats. The archi-

tects integrated the kitchen visually by using the distinctive

green slate of the floor as a backsplash and natural wood cabi-

nets that echo the wooden beams (see the photo above).
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The kitchen completes the center for daily life. Open to the living 

area, its design enhances the first floor. The owners have personalized 

it with various collections, from dried flowers to cheese boxes.

M A I N  L E V E L

Guest

bedroom

Garage

Entry

Dining

room

Living

room

Kitchen

Patio

Mudroom



117

With its steep pitched

roof, the house has a

European flair. One of

the owners wanted to

capture the essence of

a childhood home in

France. The slate floor

continues outside,

offering patio space in

the warmer months.



While the house encourages family togetherness on the first

floor, upstairs it offers more private spaces, as well as places for

both adults and children to play. Caroline and Peter’s space

contains a bedroom, a place of one’s own for Caroline, who

loves to sit on the floor and write, and a shared master closet

and bathroom. Separated from the children’s area by a door,

the couple’s realm is perched over the first-level living space,

offering connection and privacy. A shared loft playroom con-

nects the two children’s bedrooms (see the photo at left on the

facing page) and is accessible by a ship’s ladder. The stair land-

ing has become another play space, at least in the winter, sup-

planted in warmer months by an outdoor area on the top of the

garage: Shaded with colorful awnings in the summertime, it is

a playground nestled into the treetops.

Since it was built in 1995, the house has become an even

more personal expression of the family who lives there. With
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an inimitable sense of French style, Caroline has personalized

the first floor with a painted mural that embraces the doorway

(see the photo on p. 120) and displays of dried flowers and

wooden Camembert boxes; perfume bottles catch the light in

the windows. Her place of her own, with its windows on the

floor, has recently become a temporary bedroom—with the

mattress on the floor, she and Peter can look out the low win-

dows and see the best views in the house. Even though they

planned certain spaces for certain activities, they haven’t been

constrained in how they use the house.

As children and parents get older, the guest bedroom on the

main floor, now occupied only when Caroline’s parents come

to visit, will become an adaptable space that can provide par-

ents or teenagers with privacy. If Caroline and Peter grow old
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Upstairs, there are places for children and adults to play. A shared 

loft playroom, accessible by a ship’s ladder from the elder child’s bedroom, 

connects the two children’s bedrooms.

The stair landing is big enough to serve as another play place. The little window offers

views from the children’s loft.
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This house offers 

plenty of evidence 

of how a family can

make its mark. A

hand-painted mural 

is a whimsical and

personal addition to

the stairway—even 

the skirt board 

sprouts grass!
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together in this house, the placement of a guest suite on the

first floor allows for the possible conversion into a master suite,

if there were ever to be issues of mobility.

When you design a house for a family, if you plan to live

there for any length of time, it’s good to consider who you are

today and who you will be as the years pass. Infants grow into

teenagers, and teenagers into young adults who eventually

move away to start their own lives. The house that at one time

needed four bedrooms to accommodate children and the 

occasional guest can become virtually empty when kids leave

for college.

The Not So Big House can be a house for a lifetime, if you

think about how the house will age as your family does. The

floorplans on p. 122 show a house for a couple—a computer

programmer and a violinist—who have three children, ranging

in age from seven to infant. The site they chose to build on in

Colorado has panoramic views of city lights and mountain

tops. Wanting to invest in their future, they determined that

the location of the house was primary and so they spent more

of their budget on the site than is typical. The house itself

would have to be less expensive, with the idea that as time

went by they could add to the original structure. We deter-

mined to design by level: giving them a finished lower level

and first floor, with the opportunity to complete the second

level and attic as time and finances allowed. On a flat site, the

lower level would be a basement, but the significant sloping

character of the site allowed us to put in three bedrooms with

full-sized windows, with the result that the finished space feels

like anything but a basement.

The two youngest children, both girls, share a bedroom,

while the older child, a boy, has his own, complete with a

child-sized fort under the stairs. Both bedrooms are quite small,

measuring only 9 ft. 3 in. wide by 14 ft. long. Built-in bunks,

desks, and toy storage allow the rooms to function as much 

bigger spaces. An outdoor play area on the flat roof of the

attached garage (see the lower right floorplan on p. 122) gives

the children space to spread out during the good weather.

121

Why should a window just let in light? In this house, every windowsill is 

considered a place to display a collection. Here, a colorful row of perfume 

bottles catches the light and beautifies the view of a deck beyond.
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A win dow in the kitchen allows the parents to keep an eye on

the children—one of their biggest concerns was how to give

the kids play space in such mountainous terrain. In the future,

as their children get older, the couple has the option of enclos-

ing the area above the garage and turning it into the away

room, a place for the parents to escape. What is currently the

parents’ bedroom will eventually become one of the girls’

rooms, when the parents complete the upstairs. The walk-in

closet off the master bedroom is roughed in for a future bath-

room, so that this room can, on occasion, do double duty as a

guest bedroom when the daughter moves temporarily into her

sister’s room. This kind of flexible thinking for the future

allows for one less bedroom.

The main level contains the family living areas, as well as an

office for the husband, who likes the option of working at

home. Upstairs, currently unfinished, there’s room for a true

couple’s realm—with a walk-in closet, bath, and two places of

one’s own, one adjacent to the master bedroom, and the other

in the attic above, accessed by a ship’s ladder. This family has

built the outlines of their dream. When the house is finished,

it will be an expression of the lives they’ve made together.

It is, of course, impossible to plan for another significant way

families can change—when a divorce or a remarriage happens

and two families are “blended.” Remember the Brady Bunch?

(“And then one day this lady met this fellow, They knew that

it was much more than a hunch, that this group would some-

how form a family…that’s the way they became the Brady

Bunch.”) The most important thing to do when designing for

blended families is to give each kid a place of his or her own to
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retreat to. Such a space does not need to be large, and a good

design solution might be to provide multiple bunk beds (as

Mike Brady, an architect, did in the television series), each

with a curtain or drape that gives them separation from the

larger room. Although an adult might consider this space too

small, most children love bunks precisely because of their

“cocoon-like” quality, which makes kids feel safe and protected.

In all houses for families—blended or not—it’s critical to

provide a spectrum of spaces from public to private to allow for

all the different kinds of situations that present themselves

when you’re raising children.

Children’s bedrooms can be no bigger than a bunk; this one’s tucked under 

the eaves, with a bookshelf forming the headboard. A drape offers privacy 

and creates a kid-sized hideaway.
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Designing for Kids

When I was designing a house for clients with a five-year-old
daughter, the adults both embraced the idea of a place of their
own for each of them. Toward the end of construction, Anna, their
child, announced that she also wanted such a place. We found it
under the stairs. I’ll never forget standing there with her parents,
seriously considering the design elements of this small place. The
parents were seeking my counsel on how it should look. “Have
you asked Anna?” I inquired. When we asked her what she wanted,
she was very clear. “I see a tiny space with a green door with a round
top and a diamond window in it,” she announced, as if she were
receiving some celestial vision—and that’s exactly what she got.

Designing for children is one of the most gratifying aspects of
my architectural practice. Kids are an architect’s best audience.
Not only do they embrace the idiosyncrasies of a design but they
also figure out ways to use spaces that even the designer didn’t
realize could be possible. And they are almost always willing to
tell you what they want, either by expressing it, as Anna did, or by
their actions.

Children are bundles of energy who significantly affect the
workability of any house design. Homes that work well for a 
couple without children may be totally impractical for a family
with young kids. Anyone knows that children like to be where the
action is. When they are little, they like to be close to their par-
ents, so when I’m designing for a young family, I try to make sure
there is a “loop” somewhere in the house—preferably close to the
kitchen and family gathering areas, for children to race around
without getting in the way of food preparation (see the floorplan
at left). This loop adds a kind of planned-for race track that
answers some of the challenges of creating a house for families
with active kids.

As kids grow older, they still like to be close to the center of
adult activity, which can create traffic jams in places of food
preparation. By designing places where they can play and simul-
taneously see what the adults are up to, both the needs of parents
and children can be met. In the floorplan above, the stair landing
was expanded to become a playroom, a sort of anteroom to the
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children’s bedrooms. Perched on the landing, the children can
keep an eye on mom at all times, without being underfoot.

Kids like places that are kid-scaled. A child’s bedroom can
really be quite tiny. I’ve seen successful rooms carved out of
kneewall space, with just a bed and a curtain separating it from a
play area. Kids also love bunk beds. One of the most successful
space-saving solutions for kids’ bedrooms is to design multiple

bunk beds. Not only are bunk beds like mini-jungle gyms but they
also provide smaller spaces by creating a sort of stacked alcove
where kids love to play and to sleep.

Remember when you design for children to plan for places that
are kid-scaled, places that offer opportunity for play and invention.
And watch the way your kids find ways to use spaces to meet their
needs—we can all learn from their creativity and flexible thinking.

Kids love spaces that

are scaled to fit their

size. The desk area 

is tucked below a 

play loft, the envy of

the neighborhood’s

younger set.



A House for Empty Nesters
When Fred and Marvel, an older couple whose children had

left home, determined that their second home would become

the house where they would retire, they contacted architect

Kelly Davis to help them make it a place where they could

grow old together. The original house had been designed in the

1980s by Mike McGuire, an architect with whom Davis had

previously been in business. McGuire used the forms of

Midwestern farm buildings to give the house a kind of ram-

bling, organic shape. Davis, in planning a 500-sq.-ft. addition,

was inspired by the original shape of the house and the farm-

house tradition of growing horizontally as the building

responds to the needs of its owners.

The addition converted an existing screened porch into a

master suite, and then extended the kitchen, on the opposite
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A remodeling for a retired couple added 500 sq. ft. to their weekend house. It also turned the home into a place where the owners plan 

to grow old together.
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end of the house, with a fireplace for cooking and a screened-

in porch for warmer months. Essentially, the clients wanted to

move downstairs, where their daily life could be centralized

around the kitchen, a place where Marvel likes to plan and

cook gourmet meals. Davis used the existing palette of materi-

als to make the addition appear seamless: The pine ceiling and

plank floor continue now through the bedroom area. A built-in

storage system lines the corridor that connects the bedroom with

the living area, a space-saving solution that gives Marvel lots

more storage and an area for display (see the photo on p. 130).

The couple’s concern about aging in the house has been

addressed by putting all everyday living functions on one level.

What had been the upstairs master suite is now reserved for

guests or visiting family. And, thinking ahead, Davis made the

bedroom, bath, and kitchen addition all handicap-accessible

by widening doors and being conscious of how a wheelchair

could eventually navigate the space.

The house is a striking example of how architecture can pro-

vide a backdrop for the client to make a personal statement.

From a basket hung from a ceiling rafter to the rugs on the

plank floor, the couple’s collection of Swedish-American

antiques, handmade baskets, and ethnographic art adorn the

house. Marvel, a potter, uses the yard as her gallery, placing

various glazed forms throughout her gardens.

People can have quite different approaches to designing a

house for retirement years. Some, like these empty nesters, rec-

ognize the potential for limited mobility and request that the

living areas be on one level. I have had clients in this stage of
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The addition extended

the kitchen by adding

a fireplace for cooking 

and a screened-in

porch, located beyond.
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life who purposefully build homes that require lots of going up

and down stairs. Their attitude is that stairs are like built-in

exercise machines. If they reach the point where they can’t

master the steps, then they will plan to move.

My very first clients in my professional career were a 65-year-

old woman and her 98-year-old mother. The mother’s eyesight

was failing, and she used a walker to get around; nevertheless

she was remarkably agile for someone of her age. She did have

difficulty in the bathroom, because her right arm was weak.

She requested a grab bar to the left of the toilet and asked to

have the vanity countertop as close to the right side of the toi-

let as code would allow, so that she could use the edge to push
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The owners of this home wanted to surround themselves with the treasures from a lifetime of traveling. A relatively simple living area, 

adorned architecturally with beams and large windows, becomes a stunning backdrop for their collections of baskets, weavings, and sculptural items.
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The addition of the bedroom to the main level integrates seamlessly with the existing house. A small hallway from the bedroom to the bathroom has

a lowered ceiling and a built-in dresser, both of which help define the passageway as its own place.
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off with her right elbow. Without such specific data about her

particular infirmities, I could not have designed a bathroom

that would have worked well for her. To have predicted the

need for such elements when she was in her 60s would have

been impossible.

But what does make sense is to employ some sensible strate-

gies that don’t cost a lot of money, or make the house “odd” in

the eyes of the resale market if this is a concern. When I am

designing a house for a couple approaching retirement, I 

suggest that we make the main level accessible from the out-

side by no more than one or two steps. Once inside, there

should be no interior steps or changes of level other than the

stairway to upstairs or downstairs. Designing this main level so

that it can be a self-contained living unit allows the house to

function in whatever way may be needed in that unpredictable

future. Although the couple’s realm may initially be upstairs on

a second level, a main-level guest bedroom or den can be

designed specifically to become the couple’s area in the future,

if necessary.

There are some other considerations (now referred to as

Universal Design) that can make a difference to the livability of

the house as you get older. Making doors 2 ft. 10 in. wide

throughout the house allows most wheelchairs sufficient clear-

ance, without making the openings appear so wide that the

house starts to take on an institutional look. Using lever door

handles rather than knobs makes opening and closing doors eas-

ier for those with arthritic fingers and wrists. The addition of a

plywood backer behind the drywall around the midsection of the

main-level bathroom allows for easy installation of future grab

bars, as it becomes clear where they are needed. Locating the

laundry on the main level, ideally adjacent to the couple’s area,

is a good idea. And the location of the oven and microwave

should be considered so that the user doesn’t have to bend down

or reach up to take things in and out. Placing counter surfaces

close to the refrigerator and ovens is also important so that items

can be set down easily as they are unloaded.

A Not So Big House will age with you. You may have to

make changes as time goes by, but these changes are easier and

ultimately less expensive than trying to attempt to predict the

future. Design for who you are today, recognize that there will

be changes—and make your house something that can grow

and adapt as you do, rather than something complete and ready

for a future that may never happen.
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A bed doesn’t have to be pushed against a wall. With built-in headboard and 

side tables, this bed takes center stage and creates a hallway that leads from 

the bedroom’s entrance to the bath.





“Form follows function—that has been 

misunderstood. Form and function should 

be one, joined in a spiritual union.”

—Frank Lloyd Wright

very year, my old firm has a booth at the local Home and Garden

Show. This event is always a good opportunity to talk to people

from all walks of life, many of whom dream of building a house.

At one show, an older man came up to the booth to talk to us

about building his dream house. He and his wife had spent at least

a decade planning their retirement home. They had purchased the land some

time before and had spent years compiling images of houses they liked. The man

showed us a collection of articles, many of them about houses our firm had

designed over the years. He seemed to be a fan of our work.

It was clear from the way he spoke that his dream house would be expensive:

3,000 sq. ft., with a high level of architectural detail. Unfortunately, and despite

his dreams, his budget would afford him only a smaller (2,000 sq. ft. or so) 

standard builder home. Given the reality of his finances, I told him that the most 

sensible thing to do would be to find a set of architecturally designed plans (avail-
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able from a home-plans publication) and work from there.

That way he could save on architectural fees, which can run

10% to 15% of construction costs. He called two weeks later,

excited about a plan he and his wife had selected. They wanted

to discuss the possibility of making a few alterations to it—

expanding the kitchen and adding a bedroom. When we met

and I saw the plan he had purchased, my heart sank. The plan

was, in fact, substantially larger than the original house he’d

hoped for, and in its detailing it was a high-style Prairie, with

probably $80,000 worth of trim, which represented more than

one third of his total budget. I knew the house itself would be

at least four times the cost of his budget. (So much for saving

architectural fees!)

I felt awful as I explained to him that the house was far

beyond his range. If he wanted even a 2,000-sq.-ft. house, we

would have to start with a very simple, easy-to-build shape. As

for details, using standard materials creatively would be the

way to give the house the character he was seeking.

The basic problem with home-design books and magazines is

that there’s almost nothing in them that communicates to the

public the hard facts about the costs of building a house. If the

quality and character of a house are paramount, then there

must be an understanding of the impact on cost.

Quality, Quantity, Cost
Building a house, more than any other undertaking, pits our

dreams against our realities. When we think about dollars we

tend to be very practical. Dreams, by their very nature, are

often impractical. The reconciliation of the two is never an
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Dream houses like this one, with 3,600 sq. ft., a complex form, and lots of interior

detailing, are budget-breakers for most of us. People often fall in love with a house

that is several times more expensive than they can afford.

Building with simple forms and less expensive materials is one way to reconcile our

dreams of home with the realities of our budgets.



D r e a m s ,  D e t a i l s ,  a n d  D o l l a r s 135

Making Wish Lists and Reality Lists

To define what features you want in a house, it’s helpful to 
use a couple of tools that architects often employ with their
clients. Start by making a wish list. It should include all the
dreams and visions you have for your home, even if you know
that many of the items are beyond the scope of your budget.
Think back through your life to all the houses, rooms, and
places that have given you pleasure. Imagine including such
places in your own home. Supplement the list with drawings and
pictures—and anything else that helps describe your wishes.

Once you have completed this exercise, go through the wish
list and identify which of the items are “musts,” which are
desirable but you could live without if necessary, and which
are in the realm of dreams only. Then take the items that are
in the must list and describe each more specifically. Now
make a list of any items that were not a part of your wish list
but are important to include in a list of needs. This is your real-
ity list. The more specific you are, the more likely it is that
your house will meet your needs.

Each of these lists is helpful to an 
architect, or to anyone
working with you
on the design. Al -
though you must
make clear what are
dreams only, the two
lists help describe not
just the quantifiable
aspects of your dream
home but also the quali-
ties that are important to
you. In addition, they may
tell you something about
your life that you had not
anticipated.

Several years ago I was working with a young female attor-
ney, and one of the key elements on her reality list was a
greenhouse—a BIG greenhouse. As I worked with her and got
to know her better, I realized that the greenhouse she wanted
represented a wish, not a reality. It was a wish for free time,
and for something that could feed her soul. I made this obser-
vation, as tactfully as I could, in one of our meetings. The rev-
elation proved to be correct. Her wish was an expression of
her frustration with how busy she was, with no time for herself
and no hope of finding any. The size of the greenhouse was
simply an indication of the size of her frustration. She wanted
something to bring her life back into balance and to reconnect
her both literally and figuratively with the earth.

It’s hard to see these contradictions ourselves, but they
constitute one of the primary reasons that our houses get 

bigger than we really want or need.
We accommodate our wishes, but
often these wishes remain only
wishes even after the place to
realize them is built. If the wish
is going to become reality,  a
change of lifestyle is needed
more than a new place. If
you can change your life -
style, then the place for
the wished-for activity is
a sensible investment.
But if you know that you

aren’t going to change,
recognize this and move

on. Developing a discrimina-
tion for what is a need and what

is a wish can allow your house to
become a place that has true meaning for you

and relevance to the way you live.



easy thing—and yet, in building a house, it’s essential that the

two come together. People’s dreams are frequently two to three

times more expensive than the realities of their pocket book.

The challenge is to find a way to bring dreams and realities in

line with one another, without making people feel as though

they’ve given up on their dreams.

Whenever I work with a client, I point out the three vari-

ables involved in reconciling dreams with realities: quality,

quantity, and cost. Cost seems like the most obvious of the

three: How much are you willing to spend to accomplish your

dream? Often, what people think they can afford increases 

over the course of the project because they don’t want to com-

promise on their dreams. The budget that at first seemed so

absolute rises commensurately.

Quantity also seems like an obvious factor. Some people

assume that they need a house of a certain size, because all 

the houses they’ve seen and liked are that size. But by going

through the process outlined in earlier chapters, you may 

find a way to reduce quantity and reallocate your money into 

higher-quality materials or detailing. For others, quantity is

important, and the desire to live in a bigger space is what

prompted them to consider building a new house in the first

place. If size has nothing to do with your vision, then the qual-

ity of the space—the materials or character of the house—can

be achieved with the reduction of square footage.

As you think about your own dreams and realities, it’s useful

to picture quality, quantity, and cost as the three points of a 

triangle. In designing and building a new house, two of these

three variables can remain constant, but the third has to be

adjustable. (Most houses are built with the quantity and cost

fixed; the variable that has to give is quality.) Whenever I start

to work with new clients I try to gauge where they fall on the

quality-quantity-cost triangle. Are they the type who will want

more space, even if they have to sacrifice quality of materials

and execution to get it? Or are they astute observers of detail

who will want fine finishes and craftsmanship even if the house

has to be smaller so they can afford it? Or are they interested in

both the quality and the size they have determined and willing

and able to let the cost increase to accommodate both?

For clients who want to maintain both quality and quantity,

I start the discussion by making sure they understand that this

decision means higher costs. Allowing cost to be the variable

offers the greatest flexibility in terms of design and fulfillment

of dreams, but it’s the rare client who has this option. If any

party in the team—client, builder, or architect—is intransigent

about the triangle and insists that no one variable can be flex-

ible, then you simply cannot build the house. In this chapter,
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Three variables—quality, quantity, and cost—govern the

decision-making process in house design and construction.
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In this addition, quality

was the one variable

the client refused to

compromise on. No 

ex pense was spared—

from elaborate trim-

work to custom stained

glass—and as a result

the cost per square

foot was very high.



we’ll look at a variety of projects, each of which illustrates the

choices the clients have been willing to make in order to rec-

oncile dreams with realities.

The Economical House
A realtor couple I know, who often work with wealthy clients,

contacted me because they wanted to build their own home.

Because they were so well versed in new homes, they knew that

the houses they liked best were architecturally designed. While

they were familiar with the high-end houses that our firm had

designed, their own budgets dictated something that would be

much more economical. As far as clients go, these two were

pretty savvy—knowledgeable about how the detail and quality

of a space can make it special but aware that their resources

would preclude them from even considering many of the high-

end homes they sold to other people.

There are certain decisions you can make at the beginning of

the process to keep costs down. The first and most important is

to keep the form or shape of the house square or rectangular. A

complex shape costs a considerable amount more because there

is more surface area per square foot of interior space. The outer

“skin” of a building is typically the most expensive component

of the house. Not only do exterior materials cost a significant

amount, but making these materials keep the weather out is a

138

Colonial-style houses

are so prevalent

because their form is 

very simple and there-

fore economical to

build. They enclose a

maximum of square

footage with a minimum

of surface area.
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significant undertaking, filled with complexity; and this of

course costs money. 

Have you ever wondered why there are so many Colonial-

style houses built around the country? What is it about this

form that is so appealing? The shape is very simple, and in

terms of getting the most “bang for your buck,” it encloses the

most space for the least amount of money. In addition, the

floors are typically 9 ft. from floor to floor, meaning that the

house can be framed easily using standard 8-ft. studs and 10-in.

to 12-in. floor joists (see the sidebar on pp. 140-141). Typically,

there’s a center bearing wall, which makes framing the floor

simple, and there are no odd angles or vaulted ceilings. Every

square foot of potential space is used for living area. When

someone is looking for a way to make their dollars stretch the

farthest, it’s impossible to ignore the benefits of keeping the

form simple. In general, the fewer corners you have in the exte-

rior perimeter, the less expensive the house will be.

My clients were willing to start with a rectangular shape. But

to avoid a boxlike feel, I planned for a “bump-out” in the stair-

well, which would give the interior a dramatic, light-filled

stairway as well as provide some visual relief to the exterior.

This detail has since become a focal point of the house. The

placement of the porch and the garage, flanking either side of

the house, was intended to extend the house and to increase
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The couple who built

this house had a fixed

budget. The primary

money-saving decision

they made was to 

minimize exterior con-

struction costs so they

could spend more on

the interior detailing.

The house has a very

simple rectangular

form, with a garage

and a screened porch

on either side.
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A Construction Primer

The construction trades have developed a series of conven-
tions that dictate which materials to use and the techniques
for using them. These conventions are not absolute rules but
rather indicate the methods builders have developed to
achieve the best results with a minimum amount of decisions
made in the field. Adhering to these conventions won’t guar-
antee a minimum price, but it will help keep the cost down.

To understand this concept better, let’s look at some of the
component parts that go into building a house. The fewer
changes made to the original size and shape of these com-
ponents, the more money can be saved.

CEILING HEIGHT 
The convention is 8-ft. or 9-ft. ceilings, although there’s cur-
rently an increased use of the 10-ft. ceiling since materials
are being made available that allow easier assembly of the

10-ft. wall. The most common wall-finish material, drywall, is
also readily available in sizes to fit these wall heights. 

To build an 8-ft. ceiling, the most typical construction
method is to use a “pre-cut” wall stud of 925⁄8 in. This dimen-
sion, used with one floor plate below and two horizontal
plates above, results in a wall height of 8 ft., after allowing
for floor and ceiling finishes. Pre-cut studs are also available
for 9-ft. ceilings. A common mistake made by the inexperi-
enced is to order 8-ft. studs, which result in an 8-ft. 4-in.
ceiling when you add in the other necessary framing mem-
bers. Although the added ceiling height can be a benefit, 
gypsum board is made for the pre-cut 8-ft. length, making the
drywall process both more labor-intensive and expensive.

FLOOR JOISTS
The most common size floor joist used today is the 2x10.
Large floor areas uninterrupted by columns or supporting
walls require a floor structure that goes beyond the capabili-
ties of the conventional 2x10 floor joist. The 2x10 board,
which is actually 11⁄2 in. by 91⁄4 in., has a maximum span of
about 15 ft. 6 in. when installed at the conventional 16 in. on
center. In the past 20 years, more options have become avail-
able to achieve longer spans, such as manufactured floor
joists and pre-engineered floor trusses (see the photo at left).
These members are manufactured in depths ranging from typ-
ical joist sizes up to 24 in. or more and are available in
almost all market areas. But, in general, the longer the clear,
unsupported span, the more you pay.

FOUNDATION WALLS
Foundation walls, which are built into the ground and support
all the weight of the house, are typically made of concrete or
concrete block. The forms into which the concrete is poured
are made of plywood or steel panels. As might be expected,Manufactured and pre-engineered floor trusses, an alternative to standard-

dimension lumber joists, allow for longer unsupported spans. Ductwork and

wiring can be laced between and through the trusses.
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multiple corner offsets, changes in elevation, and curved
forms require more work and consequently cost more. In
regions where concrete block is used for basement walls, it
is typical to use a 12-in. block. This unit actually measures
115⁄8 in. thick, 155⁄8 in. long, and 75⁄8 in. high. Including the
mortar joints, it lays up in the wall as 16 in. long and 8 in.
high. In some foundations that are not part of a basement
(such as beneath a garage), 8-in. (75⁄8-in.) or 10-in. (95⁄8-in.)
thick block is used.

ROOF FRAMING
Up until the 1960s most roofs were framed up one board at
a time, a process referred to in the trade as hand framing.
Although some builders still prefer this method of building a
roof, this process is being replaced more and more by the
use of roof trusses, which are prefabricated at a factory and
delivered to the job site ready for installation (see the photo
at right). These trusses can easily accomplish spans of 30 ft.
or more and can be made in a wide variety of configurations.
Because roof trusses are typically fabricated using comput-
erized equipment to figure out the most efficient method of
construction, almost any roof form that doesn’t have living
space within it can be made to order at much lower cost and
with much greater speed than if the roof were hand-framed.

It is because of the advent of these factory-made trusses
that we see so many more varied roof forms today than we
did even a decade ago. Unfortunately, they are not always
designed to be aesthetically pleasing. They are simply con-
figured to cover the floor space below, which can result in
some pretty odd-looking forms.

There is one form of truss that’s popular today, called the
“scissor” truss, that allows a vaulted ceiling inside. Another
is the “room-in-the-roof” truss, or storage truss, which allows
the use of some of the space inside the roof area but is more
expensive than one without this option. 

Before roof trusses became the norm and hand framing
was the only option for roof construction, having space in the

roof that could be used for living space was a cost-saving
option. Many people still have a great love for the look of the
Cape Cod cottage, with its dormers bringing light into this
roof space. But today, because of the gravitation to roof
trusses as the norm, the roof form of the Cape Cod cottage no
longer provides the cheap space option that it used to. As a
result, people who prefer a smaller-scale, more cottage-like
look can end up spending more money for a house that looks
smaller and is indeed more compact.

Factory-fabricated roof trusses have made framing a roof much 

easier and faster, but they have also eliminated attic space in the 

majority of new homes.



the sense of its size. If necessary, the porch could have been

built at a later time, if the bids had come in too high. When

you’re working with a tight budget, it’s useful to identify sec-

tions of the house that can be eliminated or built later.

As for the quantity of the space, the couple were very willing

to consider many of the Not So Big concepts, including a com-

bined dining and living area and an away room (see the top

floorplan at left). So, by reducing the quantity of the space by

at least 500 sq. ft., more of their budget could go to the char-

acter of the house. With its low-slung hipped roof and wide

eaves, the house looks substantially bigger than its 2,100 sq. ft.

To save additional dollars, a lower grade of cedar was used in

an artful way on the exterior for trim and siding.

The one variable the clients were not willing to compromise

on was character—or the quality of the interior space. The ex -
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The kitchen features standard builder materials like plastic laminate and flush-panel

cabinets. With thoughtful design, these elements are brought together into an artful

composition that transcends their humble nature.

U P P E R  L E V E L

M A I N  L E V E L

PorchKitchen Dining

Away room

Living

room

Master

bedroom
Bedroom

Bedroom
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pense of a material doesn’t always ensure that it’s going to lend

a house a sense of quality. If the material isn’t used artfully, it’s

simply money down the drain. For this couple, quality was not

connected with high-end materials but in how the materials

were used. They were interested in using standard building

materials, in standard sizes (like 8-ft. studs and off-the-shelf

cabinets), which allowed them to save a substantial amount of

money. By using economical materials in innovative ways, we

were able to make the house more interesting architecturally.

In the kitchen, standard maple cabinets with a very simple

design are integrated with a plastic-laminate countertop (see

the photo on the facing page). Inexpensive tiles are used as a

backsplash. Although all these materials could readily be found

in any run-of-the-mill builder’s house, the contemporary

styling makes the house look infinitely more appealing. In the

dining/living areas, alcoves, which are made by lowered soffits

and interior wing walls, not by the exterior form, add visual

interest and save money. The living area is distinguished from

the dining area by two steps down, which enlivens the space

and saves its long narrow configuration from feeling like a

bowling alley (see the photo below). An away room adjacent

to the living area doubles as an office and reading area.

143

Combining the kitchen,

dining, and living area

and leaving out the

formal spaces reduced

the square footage by

500 sq. ft., allowing

the home owners to

spend more on interior

detailing. A wood trim

line marks the lowered 

soffit and continues

around the perimeter

of the interior walls.



The clients liked the use of an interior trim line, which is a

feature of many of the older Arts and Crafts homes in the city

where they live. This trim line became the primary interior

detail, continuing through every space in the house along the

upper soffit or above the windows. It is the principal feature

that distinguishes this house from standard builder con struc -

tion. During the construction process the clients thought they

might save a little by omitting the trim on the upper level.

But they quickly discovered that without this detail the bed-

rooms lost the unique character of the main level, so they

determined to put the additional $1,000 for the trim back into

the budget. It was money well spent: The consistency of the

trim line lends the house an elegance and makes it look like a

more expensive home.

The addition of corner windows in the bedrooms helps dis-

tinguish each space, as shown in the photo below. A striking
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The living room is two steps down from the adjacent dining area, which increases the

ceiling height in this part of the house. Upper transom windows bounce light into the

room from the bottom of the soffit.

The bedrooms feature corner windows, which help make the rooms seem bigger, 

and the same trim line from downstairs. This detail unifies the two floors and 

transforms these simple bedrooms into spaces with greater personality and style.
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The mirror in the 

master bathroom

extends right up to the

soffit and over to the

exterior wall, which

gives the illusion of a

room double the size,

with twice as many

windows. Glass block,

which comes down to

the tub, lets in light

but obscures the view.



glass-block triptych window on the stair landing enlivens both

upstairs and downstairs. The two bathrooms are small, but the

careful consideration of standard fixtures, cultured-marble

countertops, glass block, and a well-placed mirror makes them

seem bigger and more elegant (see the photo on p. 145).

This house, which is in the suburbs, is considerably smaller

and less expensive than its neighbors. But by sacrificing only

square footage and complexity of form, the owners have built a

Not So Big House at a not so big price.

The Site and Your Budget
One of the first decisions to make when designing and build-

ing a new home is to determine how much of your budget will

go to the site and how much to the design and construction.
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A glass-block triptych

on the stair landing

brings light to both the

upstairs and the down-

stairs. The clear

blocks allow a sense

of the view, while also

providing some privacy

for the residents. 

The site you choose will significantly affect your budget. The lot that this house was

built on slopes steeply from right to left and sold for less than most of its neighbors.

The house was designed for the site and nestles perfectly into the slope.
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While any realtor will stress the importance of “location,

location, location,” the fact remains that if you’re building for

the long term, you may choose to build in an area that has

slightly less financial security, in terms of resale, but might

have features that are desirable to you. For example, a good

location for resale, such as an upscale suburb of new homes,

will cost more money than a piece of land in an established

neighborhood of small, postwar houses. A good rule of thumb

is that a quarter to a third of an entire budget goes to lot cost

and the rest to design and construction. If you want a highly

detailed house on a limited budget, you might consider finding

a piece of land that is less expensive so you can spend more per

square foot on the house’s construction. A banker can be a

good source of advice on what the neighborhood you’re con-

sidering can support in terms of construction cost.

Sometimes odd-shaped lots can be found that are less expen-

sive, simply because people can’t figure out or find a plan to fit

them. In fact, nine times out of ten, this kind of lot will bring

people into an architect’s office as a last resort. From an archi-

tect’s standpoint, a site that appears impossible can often lead

to the most inspiring and ultimately exciting house design.

The constraints of budget and of site peculiarities can create a

very unique house. The house shown in the bottom photo on

the facing page presented an interesting challenge: a site that

slopes steeply from right to left. The doctor couple who

approached our office came only because there was no plan on

the market that could gracefully fit into this unusual piece of

property. The solution was to make the house split-level, with

the garage slightly more than half a level down from the main

living area. 

Taking advantage of the site features can make a home much

more interesting, often without any additional expense. The

site plan above shows a house our firm designed for a single

father and his three children. The client’s budget was extreme-

ly limited, and the site he found to build on was not particu-

larly distinguished: The neighboring houses were very close

and very plain. But the lot had a few nice trees and a location

convenient to the client’s office and the children’s school. A

simple solution we came up with was to rotate the orientation

of the house by 25°, turning it so that it didn’t look directly

into its neighbor’s windows. This solution cost no more money,

and it improved the quality of life and views within the house.
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House Orientation

Houses don’t have to face the street. Rotating the orientation of 

this house diminished views of neighbors and replaced them with 

a view of a stand of trees.

25°

Property

line Line of required

setbacks



In colder climates, a sloping piece of land can provide a dis-

tinct financial advantage when you’re building Not So Big.

Houses in cold climates require frost footings, which on a flat

piece of land would create a basement level. If you have to

have frost footings, it doesn’t cost too much more to make this

basement level another story of living space. A piece of land

with a drop of 6 ft. to 10 ft. from front to back will lend itself

to a “walk-out” plan, which allows a door from the lower level

to open directly to the backyard. If you don’t want this lower

level to feel like a basement, you’ll need plenty of windows,
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A steeply sloped site

can transform what

would normally be 

the basement into

desirable living space.

This site slopes 9 ft.

from the front entry to

the back door. Windows

in the lower level are

low to the ground and

offer views that are 

as appealing as 

those on the main 

and upper levels. 

The slope of the lot

allowed the lower level 

to accommodate some of

the spaces the residents

needed, reducing the

square footage required

on the main level.

10 ft.

10 ft.

30 ft.

40 ft.
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with their sills no more than 2 ft. 6 in. off the floor to keep you

connected to a view of the ground beyond. This kind of plan

allows you to reduce the square footage of the main and upper

levels by redistributing living space to the lower floor. In the

overall cost per square foot, this strategy can save you as much

as a third of the cost of the house. The area is already there, 

so the cost of finishing it is significantly less than the cost of

building an upper level from scratch.

The same strategy on a flat site will also save money. A “split

entry” is the least expensive house you can build in a cold cli-

mate, where in some really cold areas frost footings are required

to extend 4 ft. below ground. A split entry means that you

enter the house halfway between the main level and the lower

level, as shown in the drawing at right. Typically in such a

house, the main living areas are upstairs and the bedrooms are

downstairs. Without adding any more foundation than is

required for frost-footing depth, you have a comfortable living

level. Although windows cannot be as low to the floor, for

someone with a limited budget this model buys the most space

for the least money.

The site, perhaps more than any other factor, affects the

quantity, quality, and cost of your house. The quality of a Not

So Big House depends on making maximum use of every single

opportunity offered by the site. Designing Not So Big means

trading quantity of space for quality—and this idea should

inform the lot you choose to build on.

The way the Not So Big House interacts with its site is sym-

biotic, but sometimes the features offered by a site aren’t imme-

diately evident. A client of mine was considering two lots on a

city lake. The more expensive lot had unobstructed views to

the lake and to the houses beyond. The less expensive lot had

no views because of the dense foliage. By trimming some of the

lower branches, the view to the lake was opened but the near-

by houses were still obscured. The client bought the less expen-

sive lot, which turned out to be the most desirable.

Often the beauty of a piece of land is what inspires people to

build a house worthy of that land. So when you’re looking for

a lot it’s important to consider special features like long views,

the presence of water, and distinctive trees and rock forma-

tions, which will ultimately affect the livability of the house.

Most important is daylight. The pattern of the sun’s movement

will not only affect the orientation of the house but also offer

perhaps the cheapest form of interior decoration: sunlight. The

smaller the house the more profound the effect of the sun upon
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Split-Entry House

Houses in cold climates require frost

footings up to 4 ft. below grade.

Usable living space

Entry

A split-entry house is one of

the most economical options

for building in cold climates.
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This house was 

built for an owner 

who was willing to 

sacrifice square

footage for interesting

interior details.
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it. Good resources for this topic include the books Your Green

Home: A Guide to Planning a Healthy, Environmentally Friendly

New Home by Alex Wilson (New Society, 2006) and Sun,

Wind, and Light: Architectural Design Strategies by G. Z. Brown

and V. Cartwright (John Wiley and Sons, 2000).

The Middle Ground
Between the most economical of houses and the most expen-

sive exists a broad range of possibilities, each again connected

to one aspect of the quality-quantity-cost triangle. By increas-

ing size, you increase cost; by increasing the level of detail, you

also increase cost. The house featured in this section employs

many of the principles of keeping cost down by using a simple

form and structure, but it expands on the idea of quality of

space and the craft of the details to become, as the client

requested, “a little jewel.”

The client, a church organist and choir director who teaches

music, wanted a home where he could display various treasures

from his travels as well as have space for a home pipe organ. He

requested a bedroom that felt like a tree house, a screen porch,

and a small deck off the master bedroom. From the kitchen, he

wanted to be able to see the outside, the fireplace, and any

guests he might be entertaining. Because he had traveled

extensively in Asia, he knew he wanted the house to have a

Japanese aesthetic. As for the size of the house, he needed at

least 1,800 sq. ft., and he was willing to sacrifice any extra

square footage to make the house interesting inside.

The site presented a few challenges: It is located on a busy

street and slopes down to a marsh. So what would traditional-
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ly be the front of the house needed to present a more private

face, while the back of the house could open up for views.

Remember, when you build deep frost footings, you get the

chance to add a lower level that would just be a basement on a

flat site. For architect Kelly Davis, the relatively tight budget,

along with the site considerations, inspired a simple cube for

the house form. While the client had originally specified wood

siding, Davis was able to convince him that stucco would, ulti-

mately, be a better choice for the exterior even though it would

add to the cost of the house. The maintenance of the wood

exterior, especially on a three-level house, would also cost

money. Wood requires frequent staining or painting, while

stucco will last for decades without attention. The client and

architect determined that stucco would be easier and more

cost-effective to maintain.

The architect’s goal in designing the house was to take the

very simple cube and give it as much visual interest as possible.

This was achieved primarily through interior detailing. With

simplicity as the guiding principle, Davis used a limited

amount of wood trim to achieve a striking effect. Horizontal

lines, valances, and window trim enliven the living areas.

Lowered soffits carry ductwork to the upper floor and also pro-

vide varied ceiling heights, which are emphasized by lighting

along the edge of the soffit. Niches for various treasures create
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The form of the house is a cube, a very simple and economical shape to build. A

screened porch located above the garage extends the cube to the left. There are few

windows on the front of the house because it faces a busy street.

The back of the house opens up, taking full advantage of the sloped site to 

create a beautiful lower level that is filled with light and views.
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interest on every level of the house. The grandfather clock,

which has been in the client’s family for 100 years, needed a

special place. Davis carved an area out of the dropped soffit,

rather than just make the ceiling height of the entire area

taller. This creates a special alcove just for the clock—and the

contrast of the two ceiling heights is striking.

In keeping with Not So Big precepts, Davis employed a num-

ber of visual tricks to make certain areas in the house appear 

bigger than they really are. The entry, which is between the

main and lower level, measures only 6 ft. by 8 ft. (see the photo

on p. 154). Open stair risers expand the sense of space; the

entry’s coat closet doesn’t go all the way to the ceiling but
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Simplicity is this

house’s guiding design

principle. The living

area integrates care-

fully considered

details, such as a trim

line and a lowered

ceiling along the wall

between this room and

the foyer, which marks

the path to the porch.

To accommodate a 

tall grand father clock,

the architect carved a

niche up into the joist

space rather than 

raising the ceiling

height of the entire

main level.



transforms into a display shelf, which is another way to make

the entry seem larger. The alcove in the entry is a Japanese

idea, a version of the tokonoma, which typically displays some

sort of seasonal flower arrangement.

Because the house was designed for one person, issues of pri-

vacy were not important. So the house is quite open on each

of its three levels. The main level uses Not So Big strategies,

including a shared living and dining area, which is open to the

kitchen. The dining area is distinguished by a two-story ceil-

ing, which is opened up by two levels of windows (see the

photo on p. 156). A two-story space is equivalent in cost to

almost double the square footage of the area—in other words if

the opening had been filled with floor and made into an upper-

level room the cost would have been only slightly more. Thus,

the cost per square foot of the entire house would have been

lower. This client chose to spend money on drama rather than

more living space. Although the main living space is relative-

ly small (800 sq. ft.), in the summer months it’s almost doubled

with the addition of both a porch and a deck, which cover the

garage below. 

Upstairs, the master bedroom looks out over the dining area.

A small study alcove, flooded with light from a large window

that looks out to the street, is at the halfway point between the

main and upper levels, almost like a big stair landing. The deck

the client requested is just off the bedroom. Details enliven

every area in the upper level, including the bathroom. A towel

bar seems to be an extension of the trim line (see the bottom

photo on p. 157); the mirror extends only halfway up the wall,

allowing for windows to let in natural light while obscuring

views to the busy street. The angle of the mirror allows the
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Open stair risers offer filtered views both up and down. 

A small house like this one benefits from views connecting one 

level to another, which makes it seem significantly bigger.
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U P P E R  L E V E LM A I N  L E V E L
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A two-story ceiling in

the dining area creates

real dramatic interest

on the main level. 
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same amount of reflection as would a mirror that goes to the

ceiling (see the top left photo on p. 158). 

The lower level of the house has become the music room,

complete with home pipe organ. A built-in couch doubles as

another bed, which the client uses whenever guests come to

stay, allowing them the use of the master bedroom. The inno-

vative details continue on this lower level, turning what might

have been basement-like space into an extended living area.

The client wanted an interesting floor but did not want to

spend extra money on it. Exposed-aggregate floors are an eco-

nomical finish for the lower-level floor. Because this level

needed a concrete slab anyway, it cost only an extra dollar per

square foot to use exposed aggregate for the finished floor.
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The bedroom features

a continuous band of

maple trim, which

aligns with the ceiling

of the adjacent bath-

room. Niches display-

ing treasures from 

the owner’s travels 

are included upstairs

and down.

Less expensive than

most bathroom acces-

sories, these custom-

designed towel bars

integrate perfectly 

with the aesthetics of

the house.



Wood dividers inset into the floor give it a more finished look

and help limit any cracking that may occur with time (see the

photo above).

The budget for this house was about 15% higher per square

foot than for the house featured on pp. 138-146. The accumu-

lation of so many special details gives this house a unique per-

sonality. Details were considered from the very beginning of
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High windows fill the

bathroom with light.

The mirror is designed

to accommodate the

windows and is set at

an angle to reflect a

greater area.

A lowered ceiling 

creates a special

alcove for a built-in

couch on the lower

level. The couch 

doubles as a bed when

visitors stay overnight.

The owner of the house is an organist, and the guest bedroom on the 

lower level doubles as a music room.
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the design process, and they became the top priority. The

client chose to purchase detail over complexity of form, and

quality over quantity.

The most common items that can increase the cost per

square foot of a new home are materials, fixtures, and finishes.

For example, granite countertops, a hand-blown-glass light fix-

ture, a whirlpool-tub faucet, a faux finish on a wall, imported

wallpaper, and marble floors can each single-handedly break a

budget. But, as shown in the house just profiled, good design

can transform simple materials like concrete floors and lami-

nate countertops. In architecturally designed homes, you don’t

need to rely on expensive materials, fixtures, and finishes to

give the house its personality. What affects the cost is the

quantity of whatever material is being used, as well as the
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The finishing details are the most common items that can increase the cost per square foot in a new home. The faux finish on the walls of this room

cost considerably more than a can of paint.



craftsmanship with which it is executed. Wood trim, used lav-

ishly (as shown in the photo above), can add a substantial

amount to the cost of the house, as can the fee for the high-

quality finish carpenter who installs it. If the house for the

music teacher had a similar amount of wood trim, the cost of

the house might have risen by another 10% or more.

All wood—from pine to Brazilian cherry—is expensive.

Some woods are also essentially nonrenewable, such as giant

hardwoods from old-growth forests. Wood used on a broad sur-

face, such as a ceiling, can also significantly affect the cost.

And if you add an intricate coffered ceiling, the price is two to

three times more than its flat-wood-surface counterpart.

Similarly, a soaring ceiling can create real architectural inter-

est, but you pay a premium for it.

Using the form of the roof as a vaulted ceiling costs more

than the standard flat ceiling with a truss above it. The reason
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Extensive use of 

interior trimwork adds

to the cost of a home.

In this interior, the trim

covers every edge—

there isn’t a single

drywalled corner. A

design like this can

only be fully realized

by skilled artisans.
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A wood ceiling 

adds warmth to a

room, but it also 

adds expense. 

The cost of putting

wood on a ceiling 

is roughly equivalent 

to putting wood on 

the floor.



for this is that any angle or curve simply costs more to finish

and requires greater labor and skill than a flat surface. In short,

when you deviate from a square box the price automatically

goes up. This is why a simple builder house is usually less

expensive. When you build a house that has special detailing

you must assume that it will cost more, which is another reason

to consider reducing square footage so that those special details

are where the budget goes.

Exterior finishes can also affect the cost—and again the rule

of thumb is that both quality of material and quality of crafts-

manship cost money. In the Prairie-style house shown on 

p. 164, the exterior finishing looks expensive. But by using 

corner boards, or vertical pieces of trim at each corner of the

house, a significant amount of money is saved. That’s because

the carpenter doesn’t have to miter the edges of each piece of

siding—a painstaking and expensive process. Although it has
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A two-story room is a

wonderful space for

entertaining, but its

height makes it almost

twice the price of its

single-story equivalent.

A coffered ceiling 

is more expensive 

than a plain wood 

ceiling. There’s 

more wood, and it

requires significantly

more craftsmanship

to install.
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Angles and curves can be beautiful to look at, but they are expensive to create. The curved ceiling that arches over the doorway to a 

deck looks effortless, but it belies the effort required to make it look so. The labor involved translates to increased cost.
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Exterior finishing can figure prominently in a budget, but there are ways to reduce costs. The siding on this Prairie-style house butts up 

against corner boards at each corner of the house; without the corner boards, each piece of siding would have to be mitered and aligned 

perfectly with the siding on the adjacent surface.
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a similar aesthetic, the house shown above has a significantly

more expensive exterior. The brick, while it is a durable build-

ing material, costs substantially more than wood siding; the

custom color on the aluminum-clad windows adds to the price;

and the wood shingles on the roof are typically five times the

cost of a standard asphalt roof.

There are many less expensive alternatives to wood siding,

such as steel, aluminum, and vinyl. And all of these products

boast low maintenance. But the human eye is hard to fool, so

a “fake” product has to be an extremely good replica of the nat-

ural product or it will leave the impression of being fake. That’s

165

This house, which,

features siding with

mitered corners,

custom-colored win-

dows, a cedar roof,

and a brick base, is

considerably more

expensive than the one

on the facing page,

although both are at

the high end of the

residential market. 

Four materials meet

artfully on a house’s

exterior: tongue-in-

groove redwood, lap

siding, and Coronado

stone (a fake stone

product), topped with 

a concrete cap.



a high price to pay. The only synthetic products I use are fake-

stone products made of concrete, which can truly fool both the

eye and the hand (see the bottom photo on p. 165).

Just as on the interior, angles and curves on the exterior cost

money too. Every time you turn a corner or bend a wall, it

requires a great deal more craftsmanship and precision by the

builder or carpenter. The consequences of what may look like

a simple angle in plan will ripple throughout the house. Floor -

plans that look interesting on paper can in reality be extreme-

ly expensive to build.

Builders often encourage people to increase ceiling height

from 8 ft. to 9 ft., telling them that the cost of the studs is only

slightly more expensive. But the reality is that the increase in

height mandates the addition of other products, such as tran-

som windows, more cabinetry, and more trim to make the

height look and feel right (see the photo above).
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Increasing the ceiling height in this kitchen and dining area from 8 ft. to 9 ft. led to the inclusion of transom windows above the door and main windows.

A change in stud length often has such ramifications throughout the house, which can add substantially to the cost.
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The High End
If cost is the adjustable parameter on your quality-quantity-cost

triangle, then the potential to add character and detail to a

house is limitless. The house shown below and on the follow-

ing pages was designed by Michaela Mahady and built for the

television series, Hometime. By most people’s standards, it is not

a small house. However, it does feature many of the Not So 

Big ideas on its main and upper levels, including a combined

kitchen, dining, and living area and an away room (see the

floorplans on p. 168). 

The floorplans show the house’s complexity immediately: If

you count the number of corners, it’s a pretty good indication

of how expensive such a house would be to build. The curved

roof form, multiple gables, unusually shaped windows, and

stone terrace are all indicative of a very expensive structure.

Although this house is significantly larger than any that’s been

shown so far, it is almost twice as expensive per square foot as

the first house shown in this chapter. If the same level of detail

were applied to a smaller amount of space, the cost per square

foot would be even higher.
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This home is much

loved for its storybook

charm, which comes

from some expensive

features, such as a

curved roof, many

dormers,custom-

curved windows, 

and a stone base 

and chimney.



When you flare out a roof, a plywood web has to be added 

to the bottom of every roof truss to create the curved form before

the roof sheathing is nailed on. And because the slope of the roof

has changed, additional flashing and roof membrane have to be

installed below the shingles to ensure that the roof won’t leak.

Every time you add a dormer to a house, you significantly com-

plicate the roof framing, although dor mers clearly add a lot of per-

sonality to the house. Complexity costs money.

In a house where we’re trying to keep costs down, I always use

standard windows. The house shown here has windows that are

curved and nonstandard in size, as well as upper transom windows

used liberally on the main level. Again, these windows give the

house a great deal of its personality—but simplifying this element

alone could save several thousand dollars. The fieldstone terrace

acts as a plinth on which the house is set; although stone is an

inexpensive raw material, it takes a lot of labor to set it and, thus,
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becomes one of the most expensive building materials. If the

stonework had covered the foundation alone rather than extend-

ing out to make a terrace, less stonework would have been

required (and less additional cost). Although the terrace appeals

to the eye and adds wonderful exterior space, it essentially adds

another expensive foundation wall.

Special details like the surrounding panels for the exterior

lamps, the brackets, the different colors of siding, trim, and

shingles all take time and craftsmanship to apply. Inside, every-
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From the maple 

woodwork in the

kitchen to the field-

stone hearth beyond,

the interior of this

house is filled with

high-end detailing. 

Every detail of this

house is beautiful,

such as this light fix-

ture set into an arched

frame between two

symmetrical windows.

Such details have to

be thought out and

planned long before

the construction

process begins.



thing is custom-designed and detailed to the highest degree—

from the kitchen cabinets to the granite and Corian® counter-

tops to the top-of-the-line appliances and the lavish use of

trim. The detail continues even in more private and utility

areas, like the bathroom. Even the stairs and the French doors

into the away room have become works of art. 

In 1997 dollars, this house cost $775,500 to build, with 4,400

sq. ft. of finished space (including a finished basement), or

$176 per square foot. (Allowing an estimated increase of 5%

per year, that would translate to around $300 per square foot in

2008 dollars.)
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Even the bathrooms feature woodwork throughout. Here, wood wainscoting lines the nook for the toilet and the tub surround. It lends an old-fashioned 

flair, but the details are luxuriously contemporary.
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The clients for the Prairie-inspired house shown at left on 

p. 172 requested a dramatic two-story living area where they

could also feel cozy. Because budget was not a major constraint,

I was able to come up with a dramatic solution that required

some structural hijinks as well as a significant amount of glass

and trim. Essentially, we created shelter around activity by

“floating” the second story over the first, through structural

beams that transfer the load to the mullion between the win-

dows on the main level. The beauty of the form that results is

very appealing, but it is only an option when there are dollars

available for such complexity. 

Architect Joseph Metzler created the high-style Prairie

kitchen and dining area addition shown at right on p. 172 for

an Arts and Crafts aficionado. It is an example of a small addi-

tion that was very expensive to complete. While the original

house features simpler Arts and Crafts detailing, the addition is
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The stair railing goes

beyond function to

become sculpture; 

art-glass doors to the

away room echo its

lines. Together, these

two elements create

their own composition

of light and line that is

delightful to look at.



highly decorated with trim, stained glass, and built-in cabi-

netry. Every material used is custom-crafted and top of the line,

from the green-slate countertops to the custom light fixtures.

Even the copper sinks were specially made. The walls are hand-

glazed; stereo speakers are hidden in the corner behind a grill.

The cost for this kind of detail begins with an architect’s fees—

this kind of precision required more preplanning than a less

detailed home, a computer model, and a very specific set of plans

for construction. Everyone who works on such a project has to

be top-notch, and you’ll pay for their skills. In this addition,

instead of using expensive furnishings and wallpaper, the archi-

tecture itself has been created to become the area’s decoration.

The cost, which came in close to $500 per square foot in 1997

dollars, almost doubled the appraised value of the house. In the

right location, if you have the money available, such an expen-

diture on architecture can be a rewarding investment.

The greatest challenge in building or remodeling a house lies

in making the best use of the dollars available. Building Not So
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This room appears deceptively simple, yet it required enormous effort to make it look

so. To make the beams that support the second-level window wall align perfectly with

the mullions between the picture windows below, every detail had to be planned 

precisely in the early phases of the design process.

The addition to this home is Not So Big, but very expensive. While it 

added a combined kitchen/dining area, it also doubled the appraised value 

of the house.
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Big requires a careful evaluation of needs and wishes, based not

only on quantities but also, and more important, on qualities of

space, light, and character. Our reliance today on the quantifi-

ables of life often makes us settle for security over delight. Keep

in mind that the reason you are building your house in the first

place is to create a wonderful place to live on a daily basis. The

quality-quantity-cost triangle can help you in your decision

making, whether you have a tight budget and champagne tastes

or an ample budget and a desire for an efficient, elegant envi-

ronment. If you keep asking yourself what will enhance every-

day living as you proceed with the design of your home, you’ll

ensure that the result makes the best use of the resources avail-

able and becomes a place that gives you pleasure every day.
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In this addition, architecture functions also as decoration. Notice the ceiling’s trimwork, the lamps, the art-glass transom, the custom cabinets, and faux-finished walls. Details like

these can double or triple the cost of the same square footage with a simpler design. Here, cost was of no great concern, so the issue of quality met no barriers.





“We must be the change 

we wish to see in the world.” 

—Mahatma Gandhi

hroughout this book the case has been made for houses that use

less space to give greater quality of life. So far the argument for

the Not So Big House has been made based on quality of life for

today. But in the design of our houses, we must start to take into

consideration their impact on the future. The concepts inherent

in building Not So Big are the key to that future: Make better use of raw materi-

als and use less energy to create places of beauty and increase the quality of life

in the process. In so doing, we will build the true house of the future.

The house of the future has been imagined by countless architects, designers,

and visionaries. In its many variations it has taken the form of a sphere, which

boasts the ease of convenient relocation, and a geodesic dome, which was in -

 tended to create a new form of construction based on cellular form. The house 

of the future has appeared in World’s Fairs, in roadside attractions, and in 

national amusement parks. DisneylandSM proudly displayed Monsanto’s “House of
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Tomorrow” in 1957, announcing: “Welcome to the walk-

through attraction that provides a glimpse of how you’ll be liv-

ing in the future. You won’t find traditional furniture styles or

natural materials in the House of the Future. Everything is

ultramodern and almost entirely synthetic. It’s a demonstra-

tion of style and technology.” The Monsanto House was on

display for only 10 years—both its technology and style out-

of-date by 1967.

It seems as though our visions of the house of the future are

defined by the technology of the moment: The minute the

technology is out-of-date, so too is the style. Remember the

earth-sheltered house? The active solar house with its cumber-

some solar panels that overwhelm the roofline? The super -

insulated house, with a bare minimum of windows? Each of

these technologies has influenced the building forms of today,

but when a house is designed solely with technology in mind,
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With a circular foot-

print and a cellular

form, a geodesic dome

encloses the most

area within the least

perimeter. While the

practical aspects

appeal, it doesn’t look

like home to most of us.

The “House of

Tomorrow” looks

decidedly space age,

evoking futuristic

images that are quite

alien to our archetypal

vision of home.

Claude-Nicolas Ledoux,

an 18th-century

visionary architect,

imagined the house of

the future as a sphere.
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Many new technolo-

gies prove to be fads

and quickly become

outmoded. This build-

ing is an example of

an earth -sheltered

house, a form that 

was very popular in

the early to mid-1980s 

but which proved 

hard to sell—and 

to maintain.



the result is the structural equivalent of a fad. The future, while

it holds infinite possibilities, is as changeable as the technolo-

gy that defines it.

Toward the Not So Big House
One architect working in the early 20th century envisioned

the house of the future as something other than a repository for

new technology. Frank Lloyd Wright believed that everyone

should be able to live in an architect-designed house, each on

its own acre of land. Much of his life and work was devoted to

the de-urbanization of America, with the single-family home-

stead as the basic building block of civilized life. Wright

designed a series of houses that were affordable and smaller

than the typical house of the day—interestingly enough, pro-

moting the idea even then of eliminating the formal spaces of

the house and integrating the kitchen into the primary living

space. Wright called these houses Usonian, after Usonia,

Samuel Butler’s visionary book on a new America. He com-

pletely restructured the plan of the house, stripping it down to

its essentials. By using materials that were self-finishing, such
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Frank Lloyd Wright called his vision of the future the Usonian house. These houses, designed in the 1930s and 1940s, are among this century’s 

most successful visions of the future, perhaps because Wright incorporated people-scaled places with natural materials. 
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as brick, wood, and concrete, he helped revolutionize the

building process. Unlike the Disney version, which boasted

synthetic materials and ultramodern forms, Wright’s vision

incorporated human-scaled spaces created with natural materi-

als. Wright’s Usonian houses remain among the most success-

ful interpretations of the house of the future. 

The reason these houses have aged well is that they were

designed for the human beings who live in them, not for the

technology of the time. Wright, working in the 1930s and ’40s,

proposed the equivalent of the Not So Big House, putting

emphasis on interior detail and livability rather than on quan-

tity of space. Yet throughout the first half of the 20th century,

many architects attempted to create futuristic houses that were

often sleek, uncluttered, and completely impersonal. Many of

these houses, although elegant in photographs, make uncom-

fortable homes. Perhaps one reason why the unadorned archi-
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Goetsch-Winkler House

Kitchen

By rethinking the 

floorplan of the house,

Wright eliminated the

formal places of the

house and integrated

the kitchen with the

living area. (Photo

taken at A on floorplan.)

Carport

Bath

Bedroom

Bedroom Gallery

Alcove

LanaiLiving room

A
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Designed for the 

people who lived in

them, not for the tech-

nological fads of the

time, Wright’s Usonian

houses have aged

gracefully. This interior

is filled with light and

natural materials.
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tectural forms of the Modern movement have not been

embraced is that people want to live in a place that can be

either imprinted with their own personality or made to re -

semble their archetypal image of home. Despite the rhetoric of

the Modernists that houses are machines for living, one incred-

ibly important ingredient was left out of their designs: A house

is a not an expression about society or technology; it’s an

expression of the people who live in it.

While Disneyland’s House of Tomorrow predicted a totally

synthetic environment, the charms of sitting on plastic chairs

continue to elude most of us. Wood, or at least a composite

made of wood, is far more comfortable. And with a new

emphasis on sustainability and renewable materials, enormous

numbers of recycled materials are entering the marketplace—

from waterproof countertops made from recycled cardboard to

interior trim made from wood scraps. These products are quite
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This elegant house was designed by Mies van de Rohe: A house of windows is a beau-

tiful idea, but it’s difficult to live in.

The sleek, revolutionary form of the Villa Savoye, also designed by Le Corbusier, 

fell into disrepair within only a few decades. Its vision of a brave new world eluded

the average homeowner, who sought a more familiar pattern of living.

This apartment build-

ing, by French archi-

tect Le Corbusier, was

designed to offer

human-scaled living

units made of precast

concrete. Although the

design was exciting to

many architects of the

day, to many of the

inhabitants the apart-

ments were cold and

difficult to personalize.
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Sustainability

Over the past few decades, there has been a growing aware-
ness that as a society we have to redesign the systems that
produce and support our way of life so that we don’t contin-
ue to squander the earth’s resources. This concept is known
as sustainability. Before the Industrial Revolution, the only
pollutants entering the thin layer of film around the earth
came from the movement of the earth’s
crust, such as volcanoes and earth-
quakes. But over the past 200 years,
that biosphere has been undeniably
affected by the mining of fossil fuels.
Nature’s cleaning mechanisms, the
green-celled plants that cover our
planet, cannot keep up with the
increase in pollutants.

In Sweden, an organization founded
in 1985 by a group of concerned doc-
tors and scientists put forth a propos-
al called the Natural Step. Prompted
by a research oncologist’s concerns
about the increasing rate of cancer in
children, the Natural Step teachings
are based on scientific principles and
put forth guidelines for how individu-
als, organizations, and companies can
best meet the requisites of sustainability. Through a massive
public-education campaign, Sweden has made huge strides
toward a sustainable future. Many major corporations, such
as Electrolux®, Nike®, Inter face®, and IKEASM, have been
inspired by the Natural Step guide lines and have adopted
their own codes of sustainability.

Here in America, the ideas related to sustainable archi-
tecture are presented most eloquently by architect Bill
McDonough, who is responsible for many of the most influ-
ential and interesting ideas about how to put our ecosystem
back into balance. McDonough has tried to find ways to elim-
inate the concept of waste, and over the past 35 years he’s

moved from maverick to mainstream
as people have begun to realize the
importance of his message. Paul
Hawken, another American visionary,
also writes about the
need for our economy
to duplicate nature’s
cycles, in which the
waste of one process
becomes the food for
another.

Sustainability does
not mean that we
should give up any of the hard-earned
comforts that we have come to expect
in the modern world. But, as with the
design of the Not So Big House, we
should evaluate what we really want
and need and focus our attention on

how to obtain these things by using fewer raw materials. 
To achieve a sustainable future, houses will need to be 
built according to these guidelines. Many of the concepts
inherent in building Not So Big are the key to that future, 
and Not So Big should in fact be the very first step in 
sustainable design.

Recycled 

materials are

transformed into

“Shetka Board”

blocks; this

sample is made

from re cycled

newspaper.



T h e  H o u s e  o f  t h e  F u t u r e

beautiful, exhibiting colors and textures all their own. Unlike

plastic, they have innate personality. Like a beautiful piece of

wood, they tell us something about their origins. 

Building for Change
No one knows for certain what the house of the future will

look like, but there’s a good chance it will look more like a

house we’d recognize as such and less like something from a

science-fiction movie. What features will the house of the

future have? If you can imagine the need for something, then

there will be a solution. In house design today there are a num-

ber of revolutionary new products, ranging from smart house

controls to insulation systems to construction technologies.

Many of these products and processes will certainly have an

impact on house design in the future, but they don’t have to be

the driving force behind the design. Rather, they will be inte-

grated into our expectations of what a house should look like.

Given how rapidly technological change is occurring, it is

crucial that we figure out a way to accommodate change with-

out having to tear out and throw away substantial portions of

the house in the process. For example, almost as soon as you

install the latest audio/video system, it’s out-of-date. And

because there is no standardized way of getting at the mass of

installed wires behind the walls, the system is very hard to

replace. In an automobile we know where the spark plugs are

and can change them with ease. Our houses need similar stan-

dard places where the “nervous system” can be easily accessed

without having to tear apart walls and ceilings and rebuild

major structural elements. 

The house of the future will be designed so that unpre-

dictable, changing technology can be integrated into the

building without affecting the aesthetics. Since we cannot pre-

dict with any accuracy what the innovations of tomorrow will

be, our strategies for integration must lie more in common

sense than in clairvoyance and technical wizardry. We can be

certain that conservation and maintainability are issues that

will continue to have value. By designing our homes to be good

custodians of our natural resources, and by engineering them

to allow for ease of maintenance and future modification, we

will be serving both ourselves and our planet well.

183

The house of the future is likely to be a house that evokes 

memories of our roots. The technology of the future needs to be 

integrated gracefully, not worn like a badge.



Simplify, Simplify, Simplify
There are many reasons, from aesthetic to practical, why the

house of the future will be Not So Big. Families are getting

smaller, an increasing proportion of the population has chil-

dren who have left home, and there are more couples without

children and more single home-

owners. None of these groups

requires the typical three- or four-

bedroom house. In addition, many

of these individuals, couples, and

families are seeking something

quite different in their lives. They

are interested in simplifying, and in

reallocating their time and person-

al resources to the things that give

them pleasure and their lives a

sense of meaning.

People are making conscious

choices to reduce the number of

activities they participate in, in

order to reconnect with that part of

themselves that might be termed

“soul.” Just take note of the flood of

books about simplification to hit the bookstores over the past

few years, such as Simple Abundance, by Sarah Ban Breathnach

(Warner Books, 1995), Kitchen Table Wisdom, by Rachel

Naomi Remen (Riverhead Books, 1996), and Care of the Soul,

by Thomas Moore (HarperCollins, 1992). We crave a return to

a more supportable pace and scale. Whether the simplification

comes in the form of reduced work hours or taking a few min-

utes a day for contemplation, people are making choices that

allow them to become masters again of their own time.

To be surrounded by an environment that is both beautiful

and personally enriching has far more appeal than the futile

attempt to “keep up with the Joneses.” When we have what

the Joneses have, we experience

firsthand the inadequacy of the

dream. There is a deep yearning for

something more. The paradox is that 

that something more resides in less.

More quality, less quantity. More

beauty, less bravado. More inner

abundance, less outer display of

wealth. The move toward a simpler

way of living, and toward a re -

alignment of our outer lives with

our inner beliefs, leads along the

same path as building Not So Big.

Though we may not automatically

name it as such, this move to do

more with less arises from a gener -

osity of spirit: a wish for sufficiency

instead of overindulgence.

Reducing Waste
Primary in the move to sufficiency is the growing recognition

that we cannot continue to squander the earth’s resources at

the current rate. By reducing the amount of waste we generate

in the process of building homes, we will not only become 
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The house of the future will include myriad special details, like this

stained-glass window designed specifically for this spot.
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better custodians of our planet but also improve the quality of

life for generations to come.

Because a Not So Big House reduces the sheer quantity of

space, it automatically reduces the quantity of materials. But

even more important is the way such a house is built. The lap-

top computer on which this book was composed weighs only

about 5 lb., yet the raw materials that went into its creation

weighed 40,000 lb.! Similarly, the way houses are built is

incredibly wasteful of resources. If you’ve ever driven by a con-

struction site, you’ll have seen the wasted materials, the wood

and drywall, that fill the dumpsters. There are some basic

strategies that my former firm and other architects and builders

across the country are embracing to help reduce the amount of

waste. The first is the panelization of houses.
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This house, built in a hot climate, was designed to minimize its use of energy and nonrenewable resources. Thick masonry walls and small windows 

protect the house against summer sun and associated heat gain.



Panelization
In the panelization process, the envelope of the house is pre-

built in panels in a factory setting. Almost any plan for any

new house can be panelized. The process prevents an enor-

mous amount of waste. Many panelization companies recycle

literally everything into more building products. And paneliza-

tion results in a better product. The control possible in the 

factory setting means that construction isn’t stopped by bad

weather, which can do serious damage to a house during the

building process. In the construction of my own house, which

was up and enclosed in four days, not one drop of rain or snow

soaked into any of the building materials. 

Panelization can take two principal forms. Structural in -

sulated panels, known as SIPs, are made of two sheets of ply-

wood, or oriented strand board, encasing a thickness of rigid

insulation. These panels are very energy-efficient, and they are

becoming increasingly popular for residential construction.

The other form of panelization is the one you see in the photos

on these two pages. The panels are made using regular stud-
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This panelized house, with 2,400 sq. ft. of finished space and a two-car garage, went

up in four days. It was fabricated by Sterling Building Systems over a seven-day period

in a factory setting.

1. The trucks arrive, with the panels to be used first ready for unloading.

2. A crane helps unload panels and set them in place.

3.–5. By the afternoon of Day 1, all the main-floor framing is in place, complete with

windows and plywood sheathing.

6. Day 2: The wall framing for the second floor and attic is in.

7. Day 3: The roof overhang is situated, and roof panels are positioned.

8. Day 4: The house is completely framed and enclosed.

9. The completed house (a few months later).

At the end of the erection process, the only waste was a tiny pile of strapping and

spacer blocks used in shipping (photo bottom right).2

4 5

9



frame construction, that, once installed, looks no different

from any other framed house. The benefit of this type of pan-

elization is that it requires no unusual installation techniques

from electricians, plumbers, or other subcontractors. It also

produces a very stable and tight house.

Within the next two decades it is likely that most of our

homes will be fabricated in this manner. Just like an automo-

bile, each house will be designed much more completely than

houses are today, to include electrical, lighting, heating, cool-

ing, security, and audio/video systems. With the use of com-

puters and virtual reality to give potential buyers a walk-

through of a model home before they build, the chances of

repeating the experience of Paul and Laura, from Chapter 1,

will be greatly diminished. Prospective homeowners will be

able to “kick the tires,” get a feel for the house, and get imme-

diate cost feedback regarding their finish choices before they

have committed to build a particular design. As with the auto-

mobile market, such direct visual feedback will allow us to

make better use of our time and our money and will increase

the design caliber of our homes in the process.

Recycled materials
In many instances, recycled materials can be as interesting as

natural materials. In Minnesota, for example, a company turned

junk mail into tile, old currency into countertops, and acres of

pizza boxes into 1-ft.-square tiles that now adorn the walls of the

Trump Tower in New York. The company (All Paper Recycling)

calls the process “turning paper back into wood.”

Recycled flooring materials are now available made from old

soda bottles, recycled rubber and nylon cord, and carpet rem-
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Firmness, Commodity, 

and Delight

When Vitruvius, the first-
century Roman statesman,
proclaimed that our dwell -
ings should offer “firmness,
commodity, and delight,” he
was, in a way, advocating
the Not So Big philosophy.
It’s almost as though, after
World War II, we decided
that we had to concentrate
on structural stability and
function in our houses but
didn’t have enough re -
sources to allow for comfort
and charm. Since then, size
has been added to the equa-
tion, but precious little
delight or commodity.

The Not So Big House puts commodity
and delight back where they belong. And 
it does so by its very nature. With its func-
tions streamlined to everyday activities
and its architecture designed and tailored
to the lives of those who live there, the 
Not So Big House celebrates the beauty 
of daily life. With minimum means, it
makes the act of living an art. It restores the soul to the 
structure. Firmness, commodity, and delight—all at play
together—turn a house into a home.

A beautiful

composition 

of tiles graces

the backsplash

in an artfully

designed

kitchen.



nants. One product in use for many years—high-density fiber-

board composed from wood scraps—is becoming a frequently

used substitute for interior trim. Although it must be painted,

it is an inexpensive and recycled product that, just like wood,

can create interesting interior architecture.

There is a concern that the use of natural wood is bad for the

environment and will become a thing of the past, but I don’t

believe this will happen. There are as many ways to harvest

trees as we do crops, and the Forest Stewardship Council

(FSC) now provides certification that wood comes from 

a sustainably managed forest. In Japan, where the wood

resources are almost depleted, the use of wood veneer is a solu-

tion that allows interiors to still have the same aesthetic, but

using much less raw material. A veneer is a thin slice of wood,

typically 1⁄36 in. thick, that is applied to a particleboard or ply-

wood backing. A log that yields 100 sq. ft. of 3⁄4-in. wall panel-

ing could produce 3,500 sq. ft. of veneered paneling.

With the burgeoning interest in “green products” there are

thousands of entrepreneurs around the country putting their

imaginations to the task of creating new and interesting sus-

tainable products. With such a plethora of new products, it’s

hard to predict what the standard construction materials of

tomorrow will be. However, we can be sure that if the current

awareness continues, these buildings will be made in an envi-

ronmentally responsible way.

Energy-efficient construction
Energy efficiency continues to be an important issue for the

future. Since the energy crisis of 1973, there’s been a growing

understanding of how to make our houses more energy-

efficient. Houses built before that time tended to be leaky, 

letting outside air in and conditioned air out. In the past 35

years a lot of insulation has been added to the house’s skin, 

better windows have been made, and air flowing in and out of

the house has been controlled with a tighter air barrier. With

this kind of energy-efficient house, there’s a new and critical

component to ensuring indoor air quality. This is an air-to-air

heat exchanger that takes fresh air in, passes used air out, and

transfers the heat from the outgoing air to the fresh air. Just 

as a house in a cold climate would never be built without a 

furnace or boiler today, the house of the future will not be con-

structed without an air-to-air heat exchanger, except in the

most benign of climates. And as we continue to develop new

ways to save energy, houses in colder climates will likely utilize

some form of passive solar energy.
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In this energy-efficient house, a two-story window wall on the south side lines the

stairway and acts as a passive solar sunspace. Doors at the top and bottom of the

stairs can be opened when the temperature within the sunspace rises above 70°F in

the winter, bringing heat into the main living areas of the house.
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The pattern of light on a stair railing is one of those details you can’t plan for. But when these guitar strings of light fall on the stair rail,

they delight the home’s inhabitants.
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Hot climates create the same kind of energy demands as cold

ones. So while there’s currently less attention paid to insula-

tion and air control in the houses in the South and Southwest

than there is in the North, there should be. Insulation will

keep the heat out, just as well as it can keep it in. 

One of the challenges in building an energy-efficient house

is how to maintain basic human requirements like access to

light. Many states now have stringent energy codes, and

because windows are the least energy-efficient component of a

house’s skin, the codes attempt to limit the number of win-

dows. Humans are incredibly light-sensitive—and in a colder

climate, the quantity of light has a direct affect on the quality

of life. How do we balance human needs with society’s needs?

If a code restricts something necessary to building a good

house—such as windows—the market responds by inventing a

better window. Rather than reducing the number of windows

that we desire, the inventive minds of our time are coming up

with solutions for windows that will allow us to let more light

and views into our houses and still keep them energy-efficient.

Although the technology is not yet readily available in the

marketplace, there will be dramatic advances in window ener-

gy efficiency in the coming decade. Imagine windows that

change from clear to opaque depending on the time of day, or

windows in hot climates that help keep the house cooler. 

For the long term, a house that is designed to make optimal

use of the energy required to heat and cool it will be one that

its future inhabitants are more likely to maintain. No matter

what fuel prices do over the coming decades, a house that

requires a lower amount of energy to sustain it is going to allow

its residents to fare better than one requiring more. By looking
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An experimental window turns from clear to opaque with the touch 

of a button. Within the next 10 years, window technologies like these 

will be commonplace.



further into the future and building for energy efficiency, we

will be securing ourselves more comfortable and more environ-

mentally supportable lives.

Building for the Future
We are slowly coming to understand that if we build for our

short-term needs alone, with buildings that self-destruct in

only a generation or two, there will continue to be no sense of

past and no sense of soul. Our perspective is broadening. We

are looking into the future and are starting to grapple with how

we can help maintain our planet in the state of balance that we

recognize as home.

Design and craft take time. They take time to learn, time to

execute, and time to appreciate. But it is time that we seem to

have lost in our fast-paced, information-drenched society. The

paradox we confront is that our productivity has given us the

wealth to acquire whatever we desire materially, but we are

finding that material alone is an insufficient vision. The qual-

ities we long for have everything to do with taking time, build-

ing for the long term, crafting and paying attention to who we

are, what we care about, and how we affect our world. The Not

So Big House is a home in every sense of the word. It is a place

that, by its very nature, asks you to dwell there a while and to 

take in all that it offers.

The archetype of home is understood even by children, who

always draw houses with gabled roofs and chimneys puffing a

curlicue of smoke (see the drawing on the facing page). This

image of home is ingrained in our imaginations, and it’s not
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The house of the future will 

feature art, craft, and design. We

will make the house of the future

uniquely our own, an expression

of our true selves.
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suddenly going to be replaced by a space-age pod on Mars. 

The pattern is clear—revolutions in housing have traditional-

ly been rejected and replaced by more familiar forms. The way

the house of the future will look and feel is based on evolution

not revolution. As technology evolves, the house of the future

will integrate it into the existing familiar forms. The rate of

technological change will continue to increase exponentially,

but our homes will always be the “stillpoint,” the resting place

and secure haven of balance and comfort. The Not So Big

House offers a way to bring the soul back into our homes, our

communities, and our society’s fabric. The house of the future

will be Not So Big—and an expression of who we are and the

way we really live.
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Our houses of the future won’t

look as though they just arrived

from Mars. They’ll be tailored to

the way we really live, with each

space used every day and filled

with details that express our 

passions. More than anything,

the house of the future will be

both beautiful and comfortable.





“The architect must be a prophet….if

he can’t see at least 10 years ahead

don’t call him an architect.”

—Frank Lloyd Wright
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ne of the best things about writing a new chapter for this book

is that it has encouraged me to look back at the original 

six chapters with a fresh eye. And I’m happy to report that 

the words ring just as true today as they did when I wrote them

10 years ago.

What has changed is that the Not So Big message is spreading, not only in the

United States but all over the world. I’ve heard from thousands of people in per-

son, by e-mail, and via The Not So Big House website, www.notsobighouse.com,

and I’ve discovered that the “starter castle” phenomenon that I’d believed was

unique to the United States is in fact a problem almost everywhere in the devel-

oped world. China, Russia, the Middle East, and Australia are all grappling with

the same set of questions as we are: Is this what we really want? How can we

design better houses for the way we really live? How do we make them energy effi-

cient and build them sustainably?

O

http://www.notsobighouse.com


The approach to the development of the new blueprint

described in The Not So Big House has offered a road map not

only for enthusiastic homeowners but also for architects,

designers, builders, and developers who are looking to find 

a desirable alternative to the standard “bigger is better” 

house plan. 

The results speak for themselves. There are now thousands

more Not So Big Houses in the world than there were in 1998,

each one designed to fit its occupants to a tee and each one

providing delight for homeowners, friends, and neighbors

alike. Talk to any of these homeowners and you’ll know 

that the experience of living in a Not So Big House is 

transformative. And in recent years there has also been grow-

ing interest from developers eager to offer a different kind of

home and community for their buyers, a trend that’s likely to

continue for many years to come.

When I decided to add new material to this 10th anniversary

edition, my goal was to find houses that had been built by peo-

ple who had been inspired by The Not So Big House. There

were many possible candidates to choose from, each with an

accompanying story describing the impact that the book had

on the resulting house. 

In this chapter, I’ll share with you a few of these homes. 

We’ll take a look at 10 of the most popular general 

characteristics of a Not So Big House—the ones that people

ask for over and over again and that really distinguish such 

a house from the standard fare. I’m going to focus on three 

houses in particular that capture the essence of “not so 

bigness,” as well as photos of a few others to illustrate 

specific points.

Making It Personal
One thing I hadn’t fully grasped 10 years ago was just how 

revolutionary the idea was that comfort is more important 

than size. Our obsession with impressing the neighbors and

making sure that the houses we build somehow appeal to an

imagined future buyer was governing almost every decision in

building or remodeling a house. The notion that your house
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Not So Big begins with comfort. Window seats to either side of the fireplace offer com-

fortable alcoves where you can sit and enjoy the view while engaging in conversation

with others in this Not So Big living room.

Bathed in sunlight and sheltered by a sloped ceiling overhead, this bedroom with twin

beds provides a comfortable personal retreat for kids or overnight guests.



should appeal first and foremost to you, the homeowner, was a

breath of fresh air. 

The idea that comfort is a quality that can be designed in,

and doesn’t just come from the furniture you’re using, contin-

ues to be an exciting one for many readers. Things like the

placement of windows to maximize reflected light, or the cre-

ation of window seats and cozy nooks, are usually not high pri-

orities. And yet it is the inclusion of just these features that

really begins to turn house into home. It is the experience of

enjoying the quality of light or curling up in a window seat that

makes it feel like home. When all we focus on is the quantity

of space, we forget this.

For each of the three couples whose are detailed in this 

chapter, comfort was their inspiration, along with the desire 

for a house that was Not So Big in character and size, and

uniquely theirs. 

Ceiling height can play a big role in creating comfort. By running a continuous band of trim above the windows and lowering a small section of

ceiling over the bed, this remodeled master bedroom feels both sheltered and inviting.
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A place of one’s own with a difference—part window seat, part soaking tub, and part

contemplation place—this private sanctuary takes full advantage of the view, with the

tub surround matching the height of the windowsill.

A small desk and spacious window seat have been added to this formerly modest

ranch house to make it more personal and commodious. 



Welcome Home
Over the years, I’ve found that one of the features home-

owners ask for time and time again is a house that fits its 

setting, with a “face” that invites you in and welcomes you

home. When I lived in my own Not So Big House in St. Paul,

more than one taxi driver who dropped me off at home after a

trip would say something like, “Wow! I’ve never seen a house

like this one before. It looks so friendly.” That’s a sign of Not

So Bigness if ever there was one, and it certainly applies to the

faces of two of the featured houses (shown here). Both are

unique, both include vernacular forms rendered with a modern

twist, and both contain an element of whimsy, proving that a

house can be composed of traditional forms without being

staid, stuffy, or ordinary. 

When there are neighbors close by, as there are with both of

these houses, a Not So Big House is also a good neighbor,

respecting views from adjacent houses and fitting into the

existing streetscape in scale and character. This doesn’t mean

the house has to look identical to the houses around it, but 

it doesn’t stick out like a sore thumb and shout about its

uniqueness either.

T h e  N o t  S o  B i g  H o u s e :  1 0  Y e a r s  O n 199

This house in North Carolina, designed by architect Sophie Piesse, uses traditional

roof forms but adds a playful touch with galvanized tubing in place of columns, 

reflecting the owners’ love of both natural and industrial materials.

When there are houses close by, a Not So Big House is a good neighbor, fitting into

the scale and general character of the streetscape. The new house (at left), designed

by Bernie Baker, gives the neighboring houses room to breathe, neither towering over

them nor penning them in.



covered lake lot. As you come up the driveway, it offers a view

all the way through the house to the forest beyond. It gives the

impression that the forest floor has been raised a few feet and a

living space tucked in below. Although this approach to design

would be quite inappropriate in a more public area, here in the

woods, the home’s personality derives from its surroundings. It

welcomes the outside in.

All three houses have been selected in part because of the way

they incorporate the blueprint I proposed in The Not So Big

House based on the way we really live. Each takes a slightly dif-

ferent approach, each focuses on a couple of the key concepts

that have proven to be most popular with readers, and each is

also a perfect reflection of its inhabitants’ lifestyles. Let’s take a

look at these houses one by one to see how they have been tai-

lored to fit their owners’ aesthetic and functional needs.

Rethinking the Floorplan
The North Carolina house, designed by architect Sophie

Piesse, is perhaps the most direct translation of the new blue-

print. It’s a home of just more than 2,100 sq. ft. for a couple and

their teenage daughter, with an additional 400-sq.-ft. apart-

ment above the garage designed to accommodate their two col-

lege-age sons when they come home for a visit. As the children

themselves have families, the apartment will also provide com-

fortable and semiprivate accommodations for their visits. So

this relatively compact house has been designed to allow for

change as the whole family ages. Similarly, the master bedroom

is on the main level, where it will always be accessible, even if

mobility is limited in later years, a feature that’s becoming ever

more popular as the population ages.

There are cases, however, where the face of the house is not

so important. This happens when a house is hidden away in the

trees or accessed by a private driveway. It’s not announcing

itself to its neighbors but quietly letting the people who live

there know that they have returned to their place of shelter

and respite from the busy outside world. For these kinds of sit-

uations, the home can be designed to project an aura of peace-

ful remove. 

Such is the case with the other home in our new Not So 

Big House trio. It’s a house in Minnesota on a secluded, pine-
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Similar in sensibility and form to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Usonian houses, this contempo-

rary Minnesota lake home, designed by architect Eric Odor of SALA Architects, is hid-

den from view, so it needs no face. Instead, its identity is that of a sheltered part of

the forest floor.



Color and texture both play important roles in enlivening the views from place to place in this North Carolina home. Paint allows for an inexpensive but

highly personal expression that can be changed to suit whenever the homeowners grow tired of the present color scheme.
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•  Not So Big footprint
(2,100 sq. ft. with 
400-sq.-ft. apartment)

•  Infill lot
•  Passive solar design

•  Concrete floor with 
radiant heat

•  Insulated low-e windows
on north, east, and west

•  Metal roof

•  Recycled heartpine
flooring and counters

•  Concrete countertops
•  Blown cellulose 

insulation
•  Hardiplank siding

Green Specs

M A I N  L E V E L

North Carolina House

Entry

Living area

Pantry wall

Kitchen

Away room

Master bedroom

Eating
alcove

Screened
porch

Outdoor shower



Ceiling Height Variety
When The Not So Big House first came out, lots of readers told

me that they were particularly inspired by the principle of ceil-

ing height variety. Few people had realized the importance of

the third dimension—the heights of everything—in shaping

their experience of a place. In the last few years, I’ve seen more

and more houses designed with this space-defining feature. 

In fact, variations in ceiling height can be one of the most 

useful tools in making less space seem like more. Lowering ceil-

ing heights here and there over the smaller, less dominant
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As with most Not So Big Houses, the kitchen is the heart of

the home with an ample adjacent dining area—a booth that

can seat up to eight. Together these two activity areas—the

kitchen and eating alcove—are a perfect example of an inte-

grated kitchen, with the eating alcove doing double duty 

as informal eating area and formal dining room. There’s alot 

of creatively arranged storage space throughout, with a 

10-in.-deep pantry wall, a wonderfully compact way to maxi-

mize storage space, flanking the walkway that leads from the

main living areas to the couple’s private zone.
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A diagonal view from

corner to opposite cor-

ner of the main living

area, combined with

small changes in ceiling

height, makes this com-

pact space seem larger

than it is.
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Our Not So Big House:

North Carolina

“The language barrier between architects and non-
architects can be intimidating. When we read The
Not So Big House, it gave us a frame of reference
and a language to explain what we wanted in terms
that an architect would understand. I liked the whole
concept of creating spaces that could be enjoyed in
a number of different ways—from very public to very
private—all within the same basic area. Our home
today is as intimate for two people as it is for 
fifty. Each individual spot has its own unique atmos-
phere and yet is accessible from and connected to
the whole.

“What drew us to the book, and what we now
experience in our own home, is the use of color and
ceiling height to draw distinctions. We sit in our
house and we can see the parts and the whole at
once. The creative process involved in making a
house was so exciting, we would go through it all
again in a millisecond.”

activity places emphasizes the heights of the now-taller, more

important spaces. 

Sophie Piesse uses ceiling height variety in this subtle but

innovative way to increase the sense of scale in the living area

next to the kitchen. The soffit that runs around the perimeter

of the room makes the room feel more intimate, while simul-

taneously emphasizing the importance of the central part

A well-proportioned eating alcove, its ceiling just a few inches lower than the main

ceiling height, serves as a double-duty dining area, with room for eight when guests

are over but comfort for three when it’s just the immediate family eating together.

under the taller ceiling. The darker color on the taller ceiling

helps differentiate the room from the surrounding spaces. If the

color were eliminated, this main living area would be signifi-

cantly less interesting. By including a light cove, the colorful

ceiling seems to glow even during the day, and at night the

whole surface appears to float above the room like a warm halo. 

The same technique has been used in the eating alcove.

Here, the ceiling has been lowered and the floor level raised to

accentuate its unique personality, with color again added to the

ceiling surface to distinguish it from surrounding activity areas.



ceiling height variety, features that are within most people’s

budgets. All that’s required is a little creativity.

The Couple’s Realm
The away room is another key concept in tailoring a Not So

Big House to fit the way we really live. Over the past 10 years,

we’ve been bombarded with more and more electronic distrac-

tions, and the need for a space to get away within the house has

become even more essential.
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Although this “room” is only 50 sq. ft., it does the work of two

larger spaces that would amount to at least 300 sq. ft. of space

in an average house, and it does so in a way that connects it

much more successfully with both the kitchen and living room

activity areas. This is how less can do more—less square

footage, more livability.

There are no expensive materials here. This is not a house

with high-end finishes, but the finishes that have been used

add character and warmth. It’s all done with color, texture, and

A cozy away room 

offers the couple a 

place that’s acoustically

separate from the main

living spaces, where

they can either read 

or watch television 

without the interruption

of noise from the rest of 

the house. 
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Daylight at the end of

this quiet hallway in the

couple’s realm provides

a source of light to walk

toward, welcoming the

homeowners into their

own private sanctuary. 



ering space, and by making this an area where many activities

can take place simultaneously, there’s more impetus to spend

time together and stronger relationships develop between fam-

ily members as a result. 

Interior Views
The second of the new Not So Big houses, a home located in

Minnesota and designed by architect Eric Odor with colleague

John Abbott, takes a very different approach to the new blue-
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In this house, the parents wanted a section of the house that

was theirs and theirs alone—not just a bedroom but a quiet sit-

ting place as well. So Sophie included a “couple’s realm,”

accessed from a hallway just behind the kitchen that leads to

an away room at one end and the master bedroom at the other.

For this couple, the away room is the place they retreat to,

either together or separately, to watch television or to work. It

is intimate in scale and offers a very different spatial experience

from the wide-open social spaces of the house. With a pair of

pocket doors the away room can be closed off completely from

the rest of the house for acoustical privacy if need be—a key

characteristic of a truly effective away space.

The couple’s teenage daughter has her own living area on the

second level, her bedroom doubling as an away room/place of

her own. It includes both a bed alcove and a sitting/work area,

the two connecting activity areas working together in much

the same way as the couple’s realm below. 

What makes this home such a wonderful example of a Not

So Big House is that within a relatively compact floorplan

there’s a wide variety of activity areas for family members 

to use—from very public to very private and everything in

between. But unlike the average house, where much of that

space is used only occasionally, in this home it’s all in use every

day. In a larger home, the presence of the private zones might

mean that the public areas sit empty, but when private zones

are smaller there’s a natural tendency to gather and enjoy each

other’s company in the more spacious quarters.

Although we may not be aware of it, the spaces we inhabit

can have a big impact on how connected we feel as a family or

a household. By organizing the house around the family gath-
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Windows on both sides of the house significantly increase the apparent size of this

otherwise narrow house. The long view that stretches the length of the house has a

similarly expansive effect.



When the corrugated-metal sliding door is open, you can see all the way to the end of

the bedroom wing. Closing the door blocks the long view but keeps the dogs in the

concrete flooring area.

print for living—one based on the unique makeup of the

household. The couple who live here have two large dogs, and

they needed a way to restrict the dogs’ access to the bedroom

areas. The architects’ solution, a large corrugated-metal sliding

door that can be closed when necessary, provides the desired

separation between dog zone and no-dog zone, making it truly

a house designed for the way the owners really live.

Like the North Carolina house, this home has no formal

rooms, but here all the rooms flow together under a single con-

tinuous ceiling surface. Because of this open approach to the

design, there are long views through the space in both direc-

tions. At the far end of each view, a strategically placed win-

dow or lighted painting draws the eye toward that farthest
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Our Not So Big House:

Minnesota

“The overall theme of building better, not bigger
really resonated with us. There are just the two of 
us and the dogs, so we don’t need a lot of room. It 
made sense to us not to spend money on things we 
wouldn’t use and instead spend money on the de-
tails that we really love. We didn’t just want to think
about resale; we wanted to think about lifestyle and
about what would work for the way we really live.

“We also liked that the people in the original
book were so heavily involved in every aspect of 
the creation of their houses. You don’t usually see
that, but it’s exactly what we wanted to do, too. We
wanted the process of creating our house almost as
much as we wanted the end product!”
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A floor-to-ceiling window at the far end of the kitchen provides a view through the adjacent porch to the surrounding landscape. The presence of this

window extends the perceived length of the house.



point and in so doing accentuates the sense of spaciousness.

This simple principle, which I call “light to walk toward,” is

one of the most valuable tools in making a Not So Big House

feel bigger, as well as more alive and engaging. It’s been a

favorite with many readers and has offered a simple and effec-

tive solution for many a drab hallway.

A Sense of Shelter
The low-slung, gently sloping wood ceiling creates a sense of

shelter over the living area. If the ceiling were more steeply

pitched or higher at its lowest edge, the room would feel too tall

for its width—more formal and less comfortable for everyday liv-

ing. This is a perfect illustration of how critical the proportions of

a space can be and of how dramatically different a space can feel

when the vertical dimensions ignore our human proportions. 

In a space that’s completely open, you need some sheltering

devices to provide a degree of separation. In this house, a raised

counter separates the kitchen from the living and dining areas,

while also doubling as a breakfast bar and hiding the food-prep

area when guests are over. Two other elements give a sense of

shelter for a couple of key activities as well. One is the rug

below the dining table, which defines the dining “room,” and

the other is the floating ceiling section above the front door

that defines what we would normally refer to as the front foyer,

but which I prefer to call the receiving place. Both are simple

rectangles, one below our feet and one above our head, but

both serve precisely the same function. They tell us where one

space stops and the next begins, and they provide a sense of

shelter around the activity taking place there, in this case 

eating and entering.
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A lowered floating ceiling extends from inside to outside, offering a sense of shelter for

the entry sequence and defining the receiving place from the adjacent living area with-

out the need for walls.
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It doesn’t take much to differentiate place from place, and it

doesn’t have to be expensive to accomplish. But picture the din-

ing area without its rug or the receiving place without its float-

ing ceiling, and you can imagine how much less inviting both of

those spaces would be. That’s the essence of Not So Big, where

the smallest of details can make a huge difference in livability.

211

A raised countertop surrounding the island work sur-

face provides visual separation between the kitchen

and the rest of the living space, screening the mess

of food preparation from view.

• Passive solar design
• Narrow profile for passive

ventilation
• Geothermal heating and 

cooling
• Natural daylighting
• Concrete and bamboo

flooring, with in-floor 
heating

• Durable fiber-cement and
metal siding materials

• High-efficiency windows,
doors, fixtures, and 
appliances

• Recycled steel roofing
• Aerobic septic system
• Pervious driveway

Green SpecsMinnesota House

M A I N  L E V E L

Garage

Mudroom

Screened
porch

Kitchen Great room

Entry

Bedroom Bedroom

Gallery

Master
bedroom

Library

L O F T  L E V E L

Storage

Loft
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This flexible living and

dining area can be

rearranged with ease to

serve various functions

and numbers of guests.

The wheels on the 

dining room table 

allow the table to be

relocated as desired.
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Attention to Detail
The last of the three houses, a home in Washington State

designed by architect Bernie Baker, is a study in simplicity and

elegance. I mentioned earlier its respectful consideration 

for what architects call “contextual issues”—the scale and 

proportion of its neighbors. On the inside of the house, that

same attitude of care and attention rings through every space

and detail. 

The layout strategy here is yet another interpretation 

of the new blueprint, with the kitchen open to the main 

living/dining area but tucked into its own separate alcove so
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•  Not So Big in scale (2,200 sq. ft.)
•  Natural daylighting
•  Natural ventilation through two-

story galleries either side of 
living room

•  Natural fir floor
•  River rock fireplace
•  Concrete countertops
•  Low-e windows, doors

• Rainwater collection system
• High-efficiency fixtures 

and appliances
• Metal roofing

Green Specs

M A I N  L E V E L U P P E R  L E V E L

Washington
State House

Entry

Workshop

Carport

Kitchen

Great room

Kennel

Carport Guest room

Master bedroom

Away
room

Laundry

Office



that it is less front-and-center than in the first two houses.

Because this is a relatively small house, the cook can still par-

ticipate in conversations taking place in the living or dining

area. But for anyone sitting in these two activity spaces 

the food-prep surfaces are out of sight. For some homeowners

this is a good solution when combining formal and informal

living and dining areas. There’s still a sense of remove from 

the kitchen, but conversation can flow freely throughout 

the space.
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The kitchen is open to

the main living and din-

ing areas but is in its

own alcove so that it is

less in the middle of

things and can fade into

the background when not

in use. 
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Expressed Structure
As in many Not So Big houses, varying the ceiling textures and

heights helps to differentiate place from place throughout this

house, but the techniques used in here are not so much related

to actual height as to perceived height. In the main 

living area, for example, the “room” is defined by two large 

glulam beams that delineate the edges of the space. The visual

weight of the wood ceiling helps to make the space between

feel cozy and intimate, even though the ceiling here is 9 ft. 

5 in. If the ceiling were white, the room would seem taller 

but less intimate.

A third beam defines a secondary sitting space that can func-

tion by itself or as an extension of the main living area.

Although these two sitting places are adjacent to each other,

the experience of sitting in each one is quite different. With an

alcove tucked under the stairway, this secondary sitting space

has an introverted charm that makes it feel cozy and laid back.

The main living space is a little more formal and suitable for

when guests come over. But there’s no need for the spaces to 

be completely separated from one another. Both benefit from

the presence of the other and give the house much greater flex-

ibility as a result. 
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Above: When attention is paid to even the most mundane of details, such as a stair 

railing or the way the slate tiles of a hearth meet the adjacent surfaces, the entire 

composition is enhanced.

Left: It might seem redundant to have two fireplaces in one living area, but these 

serve two different functions. The gas stove allows for efficient heating of the couple’s

favorite sitting area on a daily basis, while the wood fireplace is used for ambience

and warmth when entertaining.
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Although the bedroom

has a very tall ceiling,

the perceived height—

the bottom of the wood

trusses—is consider-

ably lower, making the

space simultaneously

airy and contained.
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The owners’ adult children no longer live at home, so the

couple were able to devote the entire second floor to their own

private quarters. The laundry, in-home office, and away room

are all part of this private couple’s realm, and as with the floor

below, the ceiling plays an important role in defining each. 

Here, the structure also implies the shape of each room, but

in this case it is the implication of the ceiling plane that

defines the space. In the bedroom, although the ceiling ridge is

far above the bed, the perceived ceiling height follows the bot-

tom chords of the wood trusses, giving a very different feel to

the room than if these elements were missing.

The same approach is taken in the away room, a delightful

and secluded sitting area where the couple can watched TV or

read in the evenings before retiring for the night. No more

than a wide hallway in size, it is the way the ceiling shapes the

space beneath that makes it into a comfortable nook.

No matter where you look in this house, everything has been

thought through, and everything is designed to perfectly sup-

port the needs of the couple who live here. It was Johann

Wolfgang von Goethe who coined the phrase “architecture is

frozen music,” and this quietly harmonious house, filled with

its melodious accommodations for everyday rituals, is a perfect

exemplification of that notion. That’s what so many readers

have been discovering as they make their own homes Not So

Big. Because their houses are now tailored to fit them to a tee,

there’s a livability and comfort that they’d never realized was

possible before. 
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A cozy sitting alcove next to the master bedroom serves as an away room—the perfect

place to relax at the end of the day. Because the space is for sitting, the ceiling height

can be low—5 ft. 6 in. at the stair railing behind the couch.



meeting the dreams and aspirations of its inhabitants using 

the financial resources at their disposal, and helping them to

live ever more of the potential that they know lies within

them. More than anything else, a Not So Big House promotes

a sense of well-being for those who live there. When you have

poured heart and soul into the creation of your home, you can’t

help but begin to see that every moment of every day has the

potential to inspire you when you are fully supported by your

surroundings.

Perhaps now you’ll understand why I believe that Not So Big

is really the first step in sustainability. We normally think of

sustainable design as being about energy efficiency and green

materials choices, which is true of course, but this is not the

whole picture. By making our homes beautiful and inspiring

reflections of ourselves and our passions, by imbuing them with

a Not So Big sensibility, we begin to focus more of our time and

energy on those things that give our lives meaning. Although

we don’t always recognize it, this is the most sustainable action

we can take because as we bring our own lives into balance, the

world—all of it—moves with us.

There is no way to adequately describe all that has changed

in home design over the past decade as a result of the ideas put

forth in the Not So Big House series, and no way to give full

credit to all the architects, designers, builders, and homeown-

ers who’ve shared in this vision of better, not bigger houses. All

I’ve been able to give you is a taste. But know that for every

home shown here, there are thousands more, each just as per-

sonal, beautiful, and life transforming. And maybe, in years to

come, yours will be one of them.

More Than the Sum of Its Parts 
All three of these new Not So Big Houses, each a model of sus-

tainable or green design, show that it doesn’t take a big house

to make a better house. In fact, quite the reverse. It takes time.

It takes design. It takes tailoring. It takes craft. And when all

these ingredients are combined, the result is a truly wonderful

place to live and grow. 

There’s no one correct size for a Not So Big House and 

no particular budget that it must meet. Instead, it is about
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Our Not So Big House:

Washington State

“Our local paper ran an article about architect
Bernie Baker, who was featured in Creating the Not
So Big House. I really liked what he had to say about
small spaces. We called him, and he gave us Sarah’s
books to look through, to help us get more of an idea
of what we wanted. We tagged many different fea-
tures that we really loved. We kept coming back to
all the beautiful built-ins and special places. A lot 
of magazines only show surface characteristics, 
but The Not So Big House really showed the archi-
tectural details that made each home sing. You
could also see the layers within each space, which
really fascinated us.

“I’ve come to understand since then that having a
Not So Big House isn’t about having less square
footage. You can have a small house with no heart or
a large house with all kinds of personal detail and
warmth. It really is about the quality of space.”
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A f t e r w o r d
So how can we get there from here? How can we

change our perceptions of what constitutes a

good house and convince our friends and neigh-

bors that we are not crazy for building smaller,

more tailored homes that in all likelihood will

cost just as much as their larger ones? I believe

that the more people put their money where their

hearts are, the more others will realize the valid-

ity of building for comfort and not for prestige.

We should look more closely at ourselves, at

how we want to live, at what inspires us, and at

what our planet needs to return to balance. If we

can start reflecting these values in our houses, we

will make a small but significant step in helping

hu manity achieve the extraordinary spirit that

all are born with. Over time we can too easily

become jaundiced to the simple pleasures of

existence, and our homes become just one more

chore to maintain. What if instead they daily

inspired us, filling us with feelings of apprecia-

tion for the richness that always surrounds us—

if we only will look? 

It can happen. I watch it happen with many 

of the new houses and additions architects

design. Past clients will call and report a sort of

transport brought about by the new place they

live in. Their houses are expressions of them-

selves, extensions almost, that they can share

with friends and relatives, knowing that the

house enriches not only their lives but also all

the lives that pass through it.

These houses have been designed and built

with great care, and that care becomes a joyous

presence in the completed home. Such a home

is a place of great peace—one in which the resi-

dents can hear their own pulse and come to

understand what makes them tick. I hope you

will share this book with others you feel will

appreciate and benefit from it. In a very real 

way, adopting the philosophy of house design

espoused here can help fill a great void in our

collective consciousness. We all want to go

home, but we don’t know how. This book, I

hope, will help us find the way.
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I n d e x
A
Accessibility: and house design, 121,

128-29, 131
Alcoves:

as away rooms, 217
for dining, 203, 204
as home offices, 51, 52
for laundry, 69, 70, 71
as space-savers, 33
under stairs, 215
for television viewing, 75
as window seats, 109, 110
use of, 17, 64

Alexander, Christopher (A Pattern
Language): discussed, 17

Appliance garages: usefulness of, 88-89
Arts and Crafts style: discussed, 14
Attic: as “place of one’s own,” 59
Away rooms: 

design of, 48
function of, 47, 205, 207
pictured, 46, 47, 205, 217

B
Basements:

as living space, 112
on sloped sites, 148
windows in, 149

Bathrooms:
details in, 154, 156
innovative design of, 93, 94
Japanese-inspired, 107
mirrors in, 93, 94, 154, 156, 157
rethinking, 53-55
storage in, 92

Bedrooms:
and accessibility, 200
in alcove, 106
children’s, 125
under eaves, 123
as home office, 105, 111
home offices in, 51
location of, 101-102
as shared space, 92-93, 157
storage in, 92-93, 94

Beds, bunk:
as space-savers, 112-13, 123, 125
storage in, 95

Built-ins: expense of, 86

C
Cape Cod houses: roof form of, 141
Ceiling height:

discussed, 140, 197
9-ft., expense of, 166
and proportion, 16-17
two-story, 154, 156, 171, 172
variations in, 65, 78, 105, 116, 203-204,

215, 217
Ceilings: 

coffered, expense of, 160, 162
floating, 210
and sense of shelter, 210
wooden, expense of, 160, 161

Children: designing for, 124-25
Circulation space: in Not So Big 

House, 79
Closets: 

bedroom, 92-93
coat, locating, 94

Colonial houses: simple form of, 
benefits of, 138, 139

Comfort: in house design, 10-18, 196-
197

Computers: 
locating, 72, 73
See also Home offices.

Conservation: and Not So Big House,
184-85

“Couple’s realm”:
defined, 111
illustrated, 205-206, 216-217

D
Details, in house design: 

expense of, 170
importance of, 12-13, 213

Diagonal views: in Not So Big Houses,
75-77

Dining rooms: 
lighting in, 66-67
rethinking, 41-42, 44
underused, 29-30, 41

Doors, sliding: as space-savers, 82-84
“Double-duty dining”: concept of, 41-45

E
Energy efficiency: and house 

construction, 27, 189, 191
Entryways: 

circulation space in, 79
designing, 48-49, 153-54
split, 149

Exterior finishes: expense of, 162, 164-65

F
Family rooms: rethinking, 33-34
Faux finishes: cost of, 159
Floor finishes: economical, 157-58
Floor joists: discussed, 140
Formality: in house design, 30
Foundation walls: discussed, 140-41

G
Glass block: 

in bathroom, 145
on stair landing, 146
use of, 21, 80

Green products: See Recycled materials.
Greene and Greene: Arts and Crafts

interior by, 14

H
Hallways: 

circulation space in, 79
storage in, 128, 130

Hearth rooms: in kitchen, 40, 41
Home offices: 

in alcoves, 111, 112
in bedrooms, 108
locating, 51-53, 111-12
prevalence of, 49

House cost: realities of, 134, 136
House form: 

complex, expense of, 162, 163, 167-68
simple, benefits of, 110

“House of Tomorrow”: discussed, 175-76
House size: discussed, 7-10

I
“Interior views”: 

concept of, 83
in single-story home, 208-210
using, 103

J
Japanese aesthetics: 

as design inspiration, 102-103, 151
and Not So Big House, 63

Journals, place: keeping, 25

K
Kitchens: 

changing role of, 39
countertops in, raised, 42, 44, 210, 211
eating areas in, 41, 203, 204
hearth in, 40, 41
integrating with house, 39, 41, 42, 43,

105, 116, 213-214
mail center in, 72
recycling center in, 72
under stairs, 60, 91
storage in, 86-90

L
Laundry rooms:

locating, 69-71, 131
Le Corbusier: designs of, 181
Light, natural: 

and house orientation, 149, 151
use of, in Not So Big House, 80-82

“Light to walk toward”: 
concept of, 210
illustrated, 206

Lighting: 
control systems for, 68
use of, in Not So Big House, 66-67

Living rooms: 
as sunrooms, 56
underused, 29-30
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M
Mail centers: 

locating, 72
pictured, 71, 72

Mies van der Rohe, Ludwig: 
house of, 181

Morris, William: 
and house design, 14
quoted, 84

Mudrooms: locating, 49
Music rooms: as shared space, 157

N
Niches: use of, 153
Not So Big Houses: 

balance of public/private space in, 37, 39
for blended families, 123
concept of, 10, 24-25, 31
core area of, 35, 37-38
for empty nesters, 126-31
exteriors of, 199
for families, 114-23
green specifications for, 202, 211, 213
high-end, 167-73
as houses for a lifetime, 121-23, 192
increasing sense of space in, 75-84
interior/exterior connections in, 84, 85
Japanese influences on, 63
low-end, 138-46
middle-ground, 151-166
and neighbors, 199
precursors of, 14, 178-79
shared spaces in, 61, 62, 63-64
for single occupants, 102-108
worldwide, 195-196

O
Offices, in home: See Home offices.

P
Panelization: process of, 186-88
Pantries: 

as art, 98, 99
locating, 87-88
usefulness of, 86

Pattern Language, A (Alexander): 
discussed, 17

Phone center: 
pictured, 73
usefulness of, 72

“Place of one’s own”: 
concept of, 59
pictured, 58, 59
See also Privacy.

Plate rails: use of, 97
Play spaces: incorporating in house, 118,

119
Porches, screened: desirability of, 55-59,

105
Powder rooms: 

locating, 54, 55
sliding doors in, 82-84
See also Bathrooms.

Preservation: and building for long 
term, 27

Privacy: 
designing for, 37-39
places for, 59, 111-12, 118, 119

Proportion: 
and ceiling height, 65, 78
and comfort, 18
and house design, 16-17
See also Ceiling height.

Q
Quality-quantity-cost triangle: 

concept of, 136
discussed, 173

R
Railings, stair: custom-crafted, use of, 

19, 20
Reality lists: making, 135
Recycled materials: increased use of, 

181-83, 188-89
Recycling centers: in kitchen, 72
Renewable materials: use of, 27
Roof form: expense of, 160, 162
Roof framing: discussed, 141

Rooms: 
organization of, rethinking, 31, 33-35
public vs. private, 37-39
See also individual rooms.

Ruskin, John: and house design, 14

S
Sailboats: as exemplars of Not So Big

philosophy, 61, 62, 67-68
Sight lines: See Diagonal views. 

Interior views.
Simplification: of lifestyle, 

trend toward, 184
Site:

and budget, 146-49
constraints of, 147, 151-52
and house location, 102
and house orientation, 110-11, 147
sloped, 147, 148-49

Slate: as flooring material, 116
Sliding panels: in kitchen remodel, 

44, 45
Soffits: lowering, effect of, 78, 152-53,

204
Solar energy: discussed, 189
Stairways:

circulation space in, 79
open risers for, 153-54
space under, using, 89, 91
storage in, 95-97
storage under, 96, 97

Storage:
as display, 97-99
kneewall, 94
in Not So Big House, 84-99
pantry wall for, 203
See also individual rooms.

Stucco: as siding material, 152
Sunrooms: vs. screened porches, 56, 58
Sustainability:

concept of, 181, 182
and Not So Big House, 218

T
Tailoring:

concept of, 20
and Not So Big House, 24-25

Technology: and house design, 176, 
178, 183

Televisions: placement of, 47, 72-75
Trimwork: 

as detail, 144
expense of, 160

Trusses, roof; discussed, 141

V
Vitruvius: on house design, 188

W
Weekend homes: as inspiration for 

Not So Big House, 113-14
Windows: 

circular, 21, 22, 23
corner, benefits of, 144
corner, use of, 80
custom-crafted, use of, 21
as display space, 121
expense of, 168
new technologies in, 191
placement of, 80-82
transom, expense of, 166

Window seats:
in alcove, 110
and comfort, 18, 196, 197
pictured, 16, 17, 109
storage in, 94, 95

Wish lists: making, 135
Wright, Frank Lloyd: 

and ceiling height, 78
Fallingwater, pictured, 27
as precursor of Not So Big House, 

14, 178-79
and proportion, 16-17
Usonian houses of, 178-79
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“Susanka says to evaluate what makes you feel at home and let your 
activities define your rooms. You’ll end up with cozy areas you like 
and use rather than oversize formal rooms you never enter. The 
rooms pictured in the book are both practical and lovely.”
 —san francisco chronicle

“Susanka sees a potentially powerful market demand from well-
heeled consumers who are willing to sacrifice house size in order 
to gain intimacy and personal expression, not to mention a dose 
of simplicity.” —chicago tribune

house & home

“think small :  In an age of McMansions 
and exponentially expanding square footage, 
The Not So Big House is a welcome call 
for a reordering of priorities. Sarah Susanka 
outlines numerous strategies that help  
small spaces think big.”
 —go od housekeeping

“The Not So Big House is a treasure of insights and ideas about 
making a home—perhaps the most important thing we do in life.” 
 —thomas moore, author of Care of the Soul and Soul Mates
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