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“We shape our buildings; thereafter, they shape us”
- Winston Churchil
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“A place belongs forever to whoever shapes it,
renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes
it in his own image” - Joan Didion

That's the notion behind North Carolina-based
Sarah Susanka's Not So Big House design
philosophy. The drivers behind its growing
popularity in America are a slate of natural US and
international disasters, the lingering recession,
and a shift from alienating ostentation to inviting,
personalised confines, Susanka says.

In the US, a recent survey by the National
Association of Home Builders (NAHB) echoes
that point: the American Dream has received a
major renovation. Builders and architects
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Sarah Susanka advocates homes with

space balanced for how their inhabitants
actually use it, a departure from the ‘bigger
IS better’ notion of recent decades
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responding to the NAHB's The New Home in
2015 survey say that clients are asking for less
size, more green. Eco-Home, a magazine of the
American Institute of Architects, forecasts that
the average new home will continue to shrink to
about 2,152 sqg-ft by mid-decade. Houses will
have fewer single-purpose or special-function
rooms (media and hobby rooms, formal dining
rooms). They will feature more great room
plans, combining the main living, entertaining,
and cooking/eating spaces.

“It started with September 11 in 2001," says
Susanka, who followed her 1998 book The Not So
Big House with The Not So Big House Expanded
Edition a decade later, co-authored with Kira

Obolensky and published by Taunton Press. “I
started hearing people talk about making their
home their place of sanctuary as opposed to
knocking the socks off the neighbours. Now
they're treated more like homes were treated 60
or 70 years ago, (before) the house became
primarily an investment vehicle.”

As US real estate continues to show slow yet
identifiable signs of recovery, more homeowners
are remodelling. The remodelling market raked
in US$280 million in 2008 compared with
USS$150 million in 1998. “Now all the people who
thought they'd buy a new house are staying, but
so are their problems, so they're remodelling,”
Susanka says.
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In this sense, the Not So Big notion lends
itself to sustainability in ways most builders
and developers aren't talking about: keeping
people in their houses for longer periods rather
than periodically building or buying a newer,
bigger model.

Those who subscribe to the Not So Big
concept aren't going for formality any more
when entertaining; they choose inviting warmth
and personality rather than displaying
ostentation. For instance, a double height foyer
has become a simpler entrance that leads
immediately into the warmth of the great room.
“Building in proportion to our human scale is
incredibly important and it's something we've all
but forgotten,” says Susanka. "Enormous
volumes may look good in a photograph. A tall
ceiling is wonderful in a state capitol where you
want to inspire a sense of awe, but in your living
room where you try to watch TV, it's probably
not a good idea."”
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In lieu of large voids of walls, the Not So Big
house uses trellises, floating shelves, and
gentler yet defined variations of ceiling height.
A well deliberated lighting plan subtly dims or
lightens the kitchen, the dining area, or the
living area, reflect off unique architectural
elements and enhance the spaces shaped by
different shades of a colour scheme.

The Not So Big design philosophy isn't a
code for maximising resale value; it reflects a
family's lifestyle and personality and is
inherently sustainable as more people are
staying in their homes. Its fundamentals make
the difference between a house and a home,
bringing people closer together rather than
alienating them in ostentation.

The Not So Big Neighbourhood
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In Libertyville, lllinois, a forthcoming development will blend the tenets of New Urbanism with those
popularised in Sarah Susanka’s Not So Big design philosophy. SchoolStreet, a four-acre
development, will emphasise a more social approach to residential life, with front porches and
walkability to yield neighbourly interaction amongst 26 single-family houses and 15 lofts.

Susanka and StreetScape Development builder/developer John McLinden collaborated on the
architectural plans, establishing a style McLinden calls ‘Front Porch Revival’ homes based on
American Craftsman and bungalow designs. Susanka will also display the fundamentals of her Not
So Big design philosophy in her own 2,450 sg-ft showhouse, marking the first time she’s designed
a house for a major developer.

“Our philosophies are very aligned,” says McLinden. “We wanted (the house plans) to be about
the buyers, not the developers, so we did eight preliminary plans and let customers pick the front
room of this plan, the kitchen of that, and the front porch of the other.”

The loft residences form a second important element to the project. McLinden used architectural
preservation to transform a 20,000 sg-ft school, built in 1939, into 15 lofts. “Other developers looked
at it and said, ‘we’ve got to tear that thing down’,” says McLinden, who'’s been involved in many
preservation projects of famous Chicago planner Daniel Burnam. “It's a two-storey school with great
attic space. It adds to the character of the project and lends the project more diversity.”
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