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Communication of the design is a critical part of the architectural process. An architect must conceive the 
design in the abstract and then gain acceptance of the idea by the client in order to make a commitment to 
invest and build. In this day and age computer modeling and 3D rendering have become common and 
readily available. The power of modeling software has increased, while the cost has come down drastically.   
 
In the case of a recent project, the Montessori School of the Berkshires, a high level of realism in 3d 
computer modeling was a very useful technique and communicated very successfully.  
 

            
Montessori School of the Berkshires 3d Modeling  Montessori School of the Berkshires, Sept, 2010 
 
But is it always the best thing that we experience the future by ever more “accurate” 3d modeling?  
 
The architectural process begins with listening to clients. Success of the project comes when the client 
recognizes what they asked for, and then also discovers and experiences something more.  Architecture must 
work for all the functional reasons set out at the beginning of the project, but it must also enable people to be 
the architect of their own experience.  Comfort, warmth, and keeping the rain out, of course, but also 
imagination, surprise, wonderment, and discovery. Moving through space, and discovery, are prerequisites 
for the experience of architecture. 
 
Of course, traditionally architects draw. With pencils (and other tools.) These are preliminary drawings I 
recently did for a current project, a Dancemeditation retreat center in New Mexico.  
 

                               

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



      p. 2 
 
I also started some 3d computer modeling.  These are examples of a couple of different views of an early 
design for one of the buildings, the “summer movement pavilion.” 

 
 
However, I discovered that for this project, this was not right.  I realized that I did not need or want 
something too literal.  I do not want to communicate the expectation of an experience. I did not want the 
method of communication to only represent the future experience. I need the experience of drawings and 
models to have an emotional component. The client will only make a decision to move forward when the 
design feels right. 
 
Dancemeditation is a spiritual practice rooted in dance, movement, and embodiment. I have been a student 
of these practices for 2-1/2 years.  There are subtleties and complexities of the work that are much deeper 
than the need for a 44’x56’ movement space that has a good floor, keeps the rain and wind out, and is 
neither too hot or too cold.  
 
In this space there will movement to the “inside” in a spiritual way. This not a hierarchy, as if outside is 
outside, and inside is better.  There is a pathway to the inside. Like middle-eastern music, this may be a 
series of rhythms, transformations, and an unfolding or awareness. Perhaps a moving forward and in, and 
then back out a little before really going in. And, being inside is only inside if there is an outside. 
 
What I must communicate is the feeling of the space, the abstract poetic qualities that support the spiritual 
work. I want to suggest the possibility of experience without actually making the experience. So, right now, 
in the middle of a design process, with its necessary step-by-step communication with my client, I am 
switching to building a physical model.  With this, you begin the feel what the building will be made of, 
instead of just thinking about it, and looking at it. 
 

      

 
 
For the roof there are facts and functions. Dimension. Span. Strength. Technique. Heavy timber trusses seem 
at this point to be the best choice. These models of trusses are built of 1/8”x1/8” basswood, cut and fit to a 
template that I had drawn and then cut out of cardboard. 
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In the Dancemeditation work, the teacher speaks of experiencing one’s bones and tissue, and shifting focus 
from one to the other. When I laid these 1/8” scale timber trusses out on the floor, they felt like bones 
moving. I discovered a connection between those bones we build with and the bones we ache with.  From 
seeing these truss splayed out as they are, the feeling that I now have gives me confidence that this inside-
outside connection will be a well-articulated and something I will delight in experiencing once it is built.   
 
In the same way that the roof functions, yet clearly offers opportunity for experience, so to is the “outside” 
of natural light a functional and “experiencable” component of the space. 
 

• Concentrated south light is bounced and reflected into the space 
• Transitory light from the sides moving thru the day – low and direct in early morning and late 

afternoon and reflected off the ground in the late morning, and early afternoon 
• The northerly end of the space, which is the “deepest space” will contrast to these qualities and be 

more “inside.” This might be described as “shadowy” but that would sound pejorative. Perhaps, 
“without need of external daylight” would be a better way to describe the light that is inside.  

 
As to walls, we are intending to build of rammed earth and hay bale. I started using clay to model these. But, 
this did not work. Either the clay was not suited to the architecture, or I did not have enough dexterity with 
clay to make it work. Now the earth walls are built of laminated layers of “taskboard” that suggest the 
texture that results from the formwork used in rammed earth construction.  
 
With a physical model architectural communication is itself an experience, rather than a prescription or an 
expectation of some anticipated future. 
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The Mesa Project, Dancemeditation retreat center,  Apache Springs, NM          Design Phase, April 2011 
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