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Abstract. This paper presents and critically reflects on the intersection 
between representation, narrative and imagination in the design 
development and final presentation of a Narrative Hall, a building for 
narrative-based performances, which served as the main topic of a design 
studio exercise in a Year 3 undergraduate architecture course. The term 
‘Narrative Hall’ was coined by the author during the development of this 
design studio brief and encompasses elements from multiple architectural 
typologies. This design studio exercise was research-led and research-
informed, and part of a wider research project exploring how to reimagine 
architecture, places and lifestyles towards a better, more sustainable and 
meaningful life and future. The process of designing a Narrative Hall helped 
students develop their imagination and creative thinking skills, thanks to its 
multiple connections to narrative. Throughout the project, students were 
encouraged to explore the use of different architectural representations, 
including various projections, to analyse and interpret existing sites and their 
characteristics, and to develop and communicate the design of their 
Narrative Hall. 

1 Introduction 
This paper presents and critically reflects on the intersection between representation, 
narrative and imagination in the design development and final presentation of a Narrative 
Hall, a building for narrative-based performances, which served as the main topic of a design 
studio exercise in a Year 3 undergraduate architecture course. The term ‘Narrative Hall’ was 
coined by the author during the development of this design studio brief and encompasses 
elements from multiple architectural typologies.   

Narrative-based performances are those that tell stories through various artistic forms, 
including but not limited to dance, exhibitions, musicals, opera, puppetry, spoken-word 
poetry, storytelling and theatre. Students had to select a specific type of performance and its 
narrative content, namely, what this performance should narrate, to inform their design. 
Therefore, the project had multiple strong connections to narrative and a purely functional 
response would not be enough to meet the required criteria. 
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This design studio exercise was research-led and research-informed, and part of a wider 
research project exploring how to reimagine architecture, places and lifestyles towards a 
better, more sustainable and meaningful life and future. Other design studio tasks connected 
to this teaching and research strand have explored a variety of typologies in different 
locations, including Huddersfield and its nearby areas and towns, Manchester, Paris (France) 
and Berlin (Germany). These projects have also addressed some of the themes of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals [1]. The Narrative Hall represents an additional 
typology that could enrich people’s lives in multiple ways.  

The idea of a Narrative Hall and the definition of its characteristics emerged after a series 
of additional considerations. One of these considerations concerned the role of imagination 
in architectural education, an element which can also be applied to the architectural 
profession. In architecture schools, and specifically in design studio modules, design 
occupies a central role, followed by technology and construction. However, it seems that 
aspects related to imagination, including its role, definition and ways of developing it, are 
often overlooked. This has also been highlighted by other scholars who recognise the 
important role of imagination in the education of future architects, and the necessity of 
embedding it into studio pedagogies and giving it a pivotal role [2]. The shortcomings of 
design approaches focusing purely on functional and technical solutions have been 
highlighted in various news reports and articles, including [3, 4]. 

The process of designing a Narrative Hall helped students develop their imagination and 
creative thinking skills, thanks to its multiple connections to narrative. Two relevant 
interpretations of narrative within this context refer to the means of narration and the content 
of the narration. In the Cambridge Dictionary online, imagination is defined as “the ability to 
form pictures in the mind” and “the ability to think of new ideas” [5], both clearly essential 
skills for a future architect.  

Throughout the project, students were encouraged to explore the use of different 
architectural representations, including various projections, to analyse and interpret existing 
sites and their characteristics, and to develop and communicate the design of their Narrative 
Hall. This paper describes and reflects on the main elements of the project and the students’ 
representations. 

2 A historically rich site: York 
The location selected for this design studio project was the city of York, in Yorkshire, 
northern England. York is a city very rich in history, dating back to the Roman period. The 
city was chosen for its layered history and abundance of real and fictional narratives, which 
could serve as excellent sources of inspiration for the students and trigger many ideas for 
their Narrative Hall. It is a place where new cultural and artistic installations can often be 
found, including one entitled ‘Ghosts in the Garden’ [6] which we discovered during our field 
trip there. However, students were also encouraged to draw inspiration from narratives 
beyond York and its history, including those from other countries and cultures, which were 
also connected to contemporary themes and challenges. The aim of the project was to enrich 
York’s cultural and architectural landscape by introducing contemporary architecture to a 
city centre characterised mainly by its historic buildings. The city centre is very compact and 
dense, being partly enclosed within historical city walls and featuring many pedestrian areas. 

Students had the opportunity to select one of two available project sites, one close to 
Clifford’s Tower, the largest remaining part of York Castle and a remarkable example of the 
city’s architectural heritage, and another one close to the River Ouse. Both sites are close to 
the city centre and can be reached on foot. 

3 Connections between narrative and architecture 
This work stands at the intersection of architectural education, imagination, representation 
and narrative. Since the 2000s, a substantial body of scholarly work has explored – and 
continues to explore – the relationships between narrative, architecture and related fields. It 
is possible that this surge in publications exploring narrative in architecture, urban design and 
spatial fields is a response to the prevalence of design approaches and buildings that are 
mainly informed by functional, technical and economic considerations, the outcomes of 
which fail to enhance people’s lives emotionally or psychologically. The publications of the 
following scholars share some common points but develop their arguments in different ways, 
each emphasising specific aspects of the connections between narrative and architecture. 
Austin, in defining narrative environments, points out that places with narrative features play 
an essential role in people’s lives, and proposes a tripartite network constituted by people, 
narrative and environment. This model’s main aim is to represent a practical approach to 
designing such narrative environments [7]†.  

De Bleeckere and Gerards explore the role of buildings in urban environments and 
consider them as characters with storytelling abilities. One of the buildings they mention is 
the Dancing House in Prague (Czech Republic), designed by the Canadian-American 
architect Frank Gehry (1929 - 2025) in collaboration with the Czech-Croatian architect Vlado 
Milunić (1941 - 2022). De Bleeckere and Gerards explain how this building, as both narrator 
and character, “tells in its own unique way the story of a new era for the city, the era in which 
the imagination comes back to the reborn city” [8]‡, thus highlighting the strong link between 
the imaginative architectural solution and its narrative. In turn, this new presence in the 
historical city also triggers people’s imaginations. 

Coates highlights the point that buildings deliver messages, even if they were not 
designed by architects with the intention of conveying a specific narrative. Coates’ 
publication also mentions that narrative can be used as a strategy to create design 
interventions that have a positive impact on people [9].  

All these scholars have articulated interpretations, definitions and theories regarding why 
and how narrative can be used to improve our built environment. However, their publications 
do not specifically focus on definitions, methodologies or practical applications used in 
architectural education, especially in design studio pedagogy, or in connection with 
representation. In their essay ‘Stories for Architectural Imagination’, Havik and Sioli present 
some visual materials elaborated by students, but in these cases, the representational aspects 
seem secondary to the narrative component, which is explicitly inspired and informed by 
literary approaches and forms of imagination [2]. In contrast, the Narrative Hall project 
encouraged students to explore different interpretations of narrative but was also open to 
other fields, not limited to literature, and representation played a pivotal role in the analysis 
and design phases. 

4 The role of representation in linking standard architectural 
conventions with narrative 
As mentioned in the previous section, a key component of this project brief was the 
exploration of experiential and narrative qualities of architecture through various 
representational techniques. Students were asked to design spaces that would take into 
account people’s movement and experiences while expressing specific narratives. In this 
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context, standard architectural representations alone would not be able to adequately express 
these experiential and narrative qualities. 

For example, instead of conducting a standard site analysis, the students developed a site 
interpretation, part of which involved preparing a psychogeographic map to document the 
route used during the first site visit and all the elements along it that had triggered their 
cultural interest and emotional responses. After their site interpretation, they had to develop 
a narrative strategy/storyboard which used various representational techniques to define the 
experiential and narrative characteristics of users’ journeys in and around their Narrative 
Hall. Having defined their narrative strategy and a preliminary architectural concept, the 
students used a range of representational methods, including projections, to translate their 
narrative strategy/storyboard into architectural forms and spaces. 

The requirement to select a narrative-based performance and related content encouraged 
each student to explore how to visually express different narratives. Because of the 
multifaceted nature of narrative in this design brief, students had to select a variety of forms 
of representation to explore these aspects. Both analogue and digital tools and 2D and 3D 
representations were encouraged, including mixed-media techniques. 

The project explored a variety of challenges, including ways of organising and 
communicating a journey through the city, and how to develop and visualise a narrative 
strategy connecting architecture, narrative, activities and meaningful architectural and spatial 
experiences. As there are several aspects related to experience and narrative which cannot be 
communicated by standard architectural conventions, the project encouraged students to 
explore alternative representational approaches.  

5 Methodology 
The current research employed a qualitative mixed-methods approach. Students’ portfolios 
were reviewed to identify and reflect on the relationships between design, representation, 
narrative and imagination in their projects. This design brief has been run for two consecutive 
academic years, 2024-25 and 2025-26, in both cases during the first term from September to 
December, with the final portfolio submission in January. This paper organises, describes 
and reflects on aspects of the work undertaken. An Excel spreadsheet was created with 
columns to highlight key aspects of each project, including the narrative-based performance 
selected and the narrative content. In this way, it was possible to have a clear idea of the 
similarities and differences between the themes and choices and their frequencies, and to 
compare them. The process has also been informed by the content of notes collected during 
design tutorials and reviews, and by notes written before, during and after teaching sessions. 
The value of reflective writing has been highlighted in multiple publications, including 
Schon’s [10] seminal work. The design studio brief was based on teaching and research 
experiences connecting architecture and narrative previously developed by the author, in 
which narrative was explored at different scales and in different forms [11]. It was also 
inspired and informed by a range of theories and ideas related to narrative and representation 
in architecture, including those mentioned in the previous sections. Due to the paper's length 
limit, which is in sharp contrast to the large volume of notes and information collected and 
produced during the two design studio modules, this account reflects only on selected aspects 
of the work. 

6 Designing a Narrative Hall 
This section of the paper describes the main stages of the development and communication 
of the Narrative Hall task. It explains how various activities informed the development of 

students’ projects, and how these activities were structured in order to highlight the role of 
narrative and representation during the design process. 

6.1 Field trip, site analysis and interpretation 

The first design studio session corresponded with the field trip. Students could access and 
read the design brief before visiting the site, allowing them to develop a personal 
understanding of the content and requirements of the design task. Brief conversations about 
aspects of the task took place at the actual sites in York. In this way, the journey from the 
train station to the two sites was not influenced by prior discussions. Instead of a standard 
site analysis, students were tasked with undertaking a site interpretation, where subjective 
understanding and analysis were essential. Along the route from the train station to the sites, 
we passed and encountered various places including the Museum Gardens, where the 
Yorkshire Museum and medieval ruins are located, the York Art Gallery, York Minster and 
the Shambles, a picturesque historic street with medieval buildings. All these places 
communicate many narratives open to multiple interpretations. In specific locations, we 
stopped for short discussions about some of the buildings and other relevant elements. The 
entire journey to the first site, the Castle Car Park adjacent to Clifford’s Tower, was 
approximately 2.7 km. The second site, St George’s Field Car Park, is roughly 260 metres 
from the first site. The fact that both sites are currently used as car parks allowed the students 
to explore the sites and take photos from multiple points of view, unlike sites that are fenced. 
After a group visit to Clifford’s Tower, the group split up and students were encouraged to 
select and visit museums that interested them. This was a way to deepen their knowledge 
about aspects of York and its history. 

6.2 Exploring key definitions and preliminary interpretations 

After the site visit in York, during the second design studio session (the first one in the 
architecture studio), we ran a workshop with support from our subject librarian where we 
explored a series of questions through four mind-mapping exercises. The first question 
considered ‘Site and Narratives’, and asked students to share existing narratives identified 
and experienced during the day trip to York. During this exercise, they were also encouraged 
to include impressions related to museums they had visited. The second exercise focused on 
‘Definitions’ and asked for interpretations of three keywords/expressions, namely, Narrative 
Hall, Narrative-based Performance and Event. The third mind-mapping exercise was about 
sharing personal experiences as a performer and/or part of an audience, while the last was 
more design-oriented and focused on ‘Developing Narratives’. We asked each student 
whether they had already selected a narrative-based performance and, if so, how they would 
develop their own narrative strategy/storyboard based on their selection. At the end of each 
set of questions/mind-mapping exercise, each group had to present their work in front of 
tutors and the whole class, and receive questions and constructive feedback. Being exposed 
to peers’ interpretations and ideas also constitutes an important part of the learning process. 

6.3 Visual interpretation of existing narratives experienced during the site visit 

The site visit and the mind-mapping exercises informed both the group work and the 
individual work. The group work was related to the students’ site interpretation, while the 
individual work focused on their individual design proposals.  

For the group work, the first task was to prepare and present a visual interpretation of 
existing narratives about York, based on what the students had discovered and their 
experiences during the site visit. As previously mentioned, students had to focus on their own 
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site interpretation instead of collecting the usual objective data common to standard site 
analysis (sun path, etc.). In order to organise and communicate their subjective experiences, 
they had to prepare a psychogeographic map/collage with written annotations (Fig. 1). They 
had the freedom to use any representational techniques, both analogue and/or digital. The 
psychogeography approach allowed them to observe and interpret the urban environment in 
alternative ways by considering the influence of its characteristics on people’s emotions [12].  
As part of this phase of the project, the students also had to work in groups to build a physical 
model of the selected site. 

Fig. 1. Example of a psychogeographic map, including photos and annotations of elements that 
triggered students’ interest. All buildings and places encountered along the route tell multiple stories, 
which are open to several interpretations. Group work by students George Borthwick, Shiv Patel and 
Scarlett Karch (Source: Final portfolio submitted by students). 

6.4 Selecting a narrative and developing narrative strategies 

Following the group work, each student had to conduct individual research and select their 
narrative-based performance and its content. This research had to inform the development of 
their narrative strategy, namely, a vision of their project informed by all previously collected 
and analysed information. The narrative strategy could be communicated through a standard 
storyboard but alternative approaches, especially those based on annotated representations, 
were encouraged, and the outcomes included collages, drawings, sketches, photos and 
diagrams (Fig. 2).  

The main aim of developing a narrative strategy is to inform the design of the building 
and its related spaces and activities by considering aspects beyond simple functional 
solutions, in order to provide more interesting, immersive and meaningful experiences for 
people. The narrative strategy had to include aspects related to experiences, meanings and 
stories which the students wanted to communicate with their design. The notion of ‘narrative 
strategy’ is interpreted here as a visual and written story. Therefore, it requires forms of 
narrative representation. 

6.5 Translation of narrative strategies into architectural concepts 

The narrative strategy was then translated into preliminary architectural concepts. This phase 
was informed by a more personal site interpretation, which also included some of the 
elements mentioned in the psychogeographic map. The selection of a few appropriate 
precedents as examples supported this stage of the design development.  

Fig. 2. Example diagram representing a narrative strategy. The combination of drawings, photos, 
collages and brief textual descriptions allowed students to explore and communicate narratives in a 
way that would not be possible with standard architectural representations (Source: Final portfolio 
submitted by student Alex McDougall). 

A presentation entitled ‘Architecture, Narrative, Imagination, Interpretation: The House 
of Fairytales Competition’ was prepared and delivered by the author to help students 
recognise and understand how these four elements can be connected. The selected example 
of ‘The House of Fairytales Competition’ was taken from a competition of ideas for a new 
museum dedicated to the life and work of the Danish writer Hans Christian Andersen (1805 
- 1875) to be located in Odense, Andersen’s birthplace [13]. The presentation showed images
of projects included in the Jury Report. Each project interpreted the competition theme in an
original way, and several representations clearly told specific stories inspired by Andersen’s
fairy tales. Some images were also visibly inspired by illustrations in children’s books, even
though they were communicating architectural and spatial characteristics.

6.6 Design development 

During this stage of the project the architectural concept, narrative strategy and site 
interpretation were used to inform the development and exploration of the first forms through 
various architectural representations. Sketches, drawings, models (some physical, but mostly 
digital) and images from selected precedents were used during the development process (Fig. 
3). Real-time navigation software (e.g. Enscape, Twinmotion, etc.) was also encouraged to 
simulate movement through space experienced from a first-person perspective.  
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Each student also had to define a schedule of accommodation appropriate for the selected 
content. The project was developed through several iterations, during which experiential and 
narrative features were discussed, clarified and refined. Selection of materials and aspects 
related to architectural tectonics were also considered in response to the selected narrative. 
A presentation entitled ‘Form, Materials and Technologies Follow Narrative’ was prepared 
and delivered by the author in order to help students understand how specific choices of 
materials and technologies can support the development of a specific form and the delivery 
of the selected narrative and meanings. 

Fig. 3. Example of design development showing a variety of representational techniques supported by 
written notes and description. The form of the building here is the result of a three-dimensional 
collage of architectural elements assembled according to a specific narrative strategy (Source: Final 
portfolio submitted by student Callum Evans). 

6.7 Final projects 

The final project had to be communicated through a site plan and section, a full set of 
architectural drawings (plan views, elevations and sections) (Fig. 4) and images of interior 
and exterior spaces (3D digital representations and photos of physical models). A post-design 
analysis had to explain, through images and drawings, how the project responded to the 
student’s narrative strategy and site interpretation. Another set of representations 
communicated aspects related to architectural tectonics. Compared to the first brief run 
during the 2024-25 academic year, the second one included an additional requirement to 
explore and communicate the experiential and narrative qualities of the project through a 
variety of representational techniques. In particular, students had to produce a cinematic 
sequence composed of static images to communicate movement, atmosphere and spatial 
transition, to some extent similar to a storyboard. Therefore, students had to design spaces 
that considered people’s movement and experience, and how these spaces could 
communicate specific meanings. 

Because each student selected and developed a very specific narrative, each of them was 
encouraged to define an appropriate graphic style, with unique characteristics that would 
make their project even more distinguishable.  

Fig. 4. Example of roof plan, elevation and exploded view communicating various characteristics of 
the project, including the outdoor sequence of spaces and shapes. (Source: Final portfolio submitted 
by student Asma Moazzam). 

The variety of the final projects was noteworthy. There was a huge range of different 
narratives, including the Battle of Ypres explored through a war memorial; the story of the 
River Foss and its influence on the history of York (Fig. 5); a ‘narrative thread’ in a writer’s 
journey to produce a work of literature; the sequence of existence; a journey through York’s 
main historical periods; the historical events surrounding Clifford’s Tower; acrobatic 
performances and children’s stories, to mention just a few. 

7 Discussion 
This section reflects on the work developed during the two design studio modules, whose 
descriptions above provide a general understanding of the main stages and approaches used. 
The final outcome of the design studio brief was a remarkable variety of projects, thanks to 
the range of narratives selected and developed. The results demonstrated the importance of 
investing time in the definition of specific content for the narrative-based performance. It is 
not enough to just consider a narrative-based performance; it is also necessary to add another 
layer of depth by deciding on its content. For example, mentioning that a space will be used 
as a gallery could produce a rather generic result compared to imagining the theme of the 
exhibitions that could be showcased there. 

The requirement to select specific content for the Narrative Hall sparked students’ 
imaginations and interests and helped them establish a stronger connection to their project. 
The improvements compared to their second-year projects were clearly visible. The brief 
provided students with the opportunity to choose a narrative related to a topic they found 
interesting and, as a result, they generally felt a greater involvement in their work. The 
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outcomes suggest that narrative approaches support the development of students’ 
architectural imagination, as also noted by Havik and Sioli, who highlight fruitful 
connections between architecture and stories [2]. The site interpretation also allowed students 
to identify and interpret interesting narratives of York and inform aspects of their projects. 

Fig. 5. Example of the plan views and visualisations of a final project narrating, through its 
architectural features and content, the story of the River Foss and its influence on the history of York. 
(Source: Final portfolio submitted by student Yuliia Romanets). 

The exploration and use of alternative means of representation beyond those 
conventionally used in architecture allowed the students to consider and understand 
additional layers of information that enriched their design solutions. Annotated diagrams, 
which also included elements of collage, proved to be an effective representational technique 
for developing and communicating narrative and experiential characteristics of architectural 
proposals. It is also possible to consider these collages, composed of images and/or drawings 
with written descriptions and narratives, as epistemological tools because they do not simply 
represent, but also allow the organisation, production, interpretation and testing of knowledge 
that emerges through their construction. Indeed, the collages comprise heterogeneous, often 
fragmented, information that establishes new relationships and insights. The role of this 
technique, especially during the design process, is worth further exploration, as well as its 
use by various architects including Tatiana Bilbao, who extensively uses collages in her work 
[14].  

The projects were assessed using four assessment criteria covering theoretical agenda; 
technical resolution, integration and synthesis; design process; and techniques of 
representation. Each project had to demonstrate how the theoretical aspects, including the 
narrative elements, were developed into an architectural proposal and how the final design 
was able to communicate a specific story and experiences through its tangible and intangible 
features. In the academic year 2024-25, 26 out of 28 students received positive marks (9 
students received an A), and in the academic year 2025-26, 28 out of 30 students successfully 

completed the assignment (11 students received an A). During conversations with some of 
the students, they mentioned that they had developed a greater interest in this project than in 
previous design studio tasks, largely because of the narrative component.  

It was interesting that in both years, a high percentage of students selected stories 
pertaining to York’s rich historical past as their narrative content. This suggests that it may 
have been challenging to consider alternative narratives (contemporary or future) that were 
not strictly connected to the background of the setting. 

Furthermore, at the beginning of the project, some students found it challenging to use 
narrative as a design strategy because the approach was new to them; it required them to think 
about the project differently from how they were used to approaching design studio briefs. 
For students with weaker project outcomes, one common challenge had been the requirement 
to develop a narrative strategy and translate it into an architectural concept first, before 
adding form later. However, the content of lectures supported the development of specific 
aspects of the project and introduced students to new and alternative ideas and interpretations. 

8 Conclusions and future developments 
This paper has presented and critically reflected on the development of a design studio project 
for a Narrative Hall, a building for narrative-based performances. The brief challenged 
students to think beyond functional and pragmatic architectural solutions, and to use 
imagination, narrative and architectural representations in more creative ways. Hence, this 
paper also contributes to architectural pedagogy by demonstrating how narrative-driven 
briefs and a variety of representational techniques can foster deeper engagement with spatial 
experiences, narratives/meanings and cultural contexts. In this way, the publication could 
serve as a model for integrating imagination, narrative and alternative representations in 
architectural design, especially during the design process. 

The work and reflections presented in this paper can also have broader implications for 
both practice and research. Indeed, aspects investigated during this design studio task can be 
productively applied and explored within other contexts, including different cultural and 
geographical locations.  

The project triggered students’ imagination and creativity, both of which are essential in 
tackling contemporary societal, environmental and economic challenges. It encouraged them 
to think inventively while always considering relevant real-life constraints. Aspects explored 
in this project will be further developed through other teaching and research activities. Future 
developments will investigate narrative-driven design approaches applied to other building 
typologies, and to other cultural and geographical contexts. Furthermore, there will be further 
experimentation with representational techniques as tools to support design thinking and 
narrative content. 
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