


Elee Tsai knows designing 
a home is not about what 
he wants; it’s about what 

his clients want. 

thought about design and building. 
    “He taught me practical things,” said Elee. 
“He taught me how to look at empty lots 
and see how to incorporate a building into 
the landscape. He taught me how a builder 
thinks.” Over the years, Elee worked closely 
with his mentor, designing many homes 
and projects in the Sea Ranch community 
and building a reputation for himself. 

Years later, when George and Doris’s home 
burned down, Elee designed a new home 
for them.

“A House Represents the Person 
Living There”

Now, sitting in his home office in Santa Rosa, 
Elee talked about the unique perspective 
he brings to architectural design. “The 
architecture schools teach the classics,” he 
said. “They teach that everyone should be 
Frank Lloyd Wright, that we’re creating 
masterpieces and that we know more than 
our clients. I had a conflict with that. I have 
met people that had beautiful buildings 
designed by other architects, but didn’t 
really like them. The architect hadn’t 

listened to them.”
    Elee knows designing a home is not about 
what he wants; it’s about 
what his clients want. “It’s 
about the people living 
in the house,” he said, 
smiling. “I had a client in 
Petaluma once. I worked 
closely with her and was 
able to put aside all my 
notions and help her fulfill 
her dream. Five years 
later she wrote me a long 
letter thanking me for her 
home.” He paused and 
stabbed the desk with his 
finger. “That is the most 
treasured thing,” he said. “It means more 
than awards. I was able to make a positive 
impact on someone’s life. My work is about 
the people who live in the homes I design.
    “A house represents the person living 
there,” he added, as one of his two cats 
jumped up on the desk to greet us. “My job is 
to reflect them in my design. I don’t have to 
make my own statement, but to reflect their 
desires and their environment. I bring my 
sensitivity of the setting, weather patterns, 
topography, the energy—the chi. I work by 
feel and intuition.” Elee also helps design 
interior and exterior colors and landscapes.
    Elee believes that in order to do his best 
for his clients, he must understand and 
capture the essence of his client or their 
organization. “Architecture is personal,” 

he said. “You must find someone you’re in 
tune with. People choose me because they 
can feel that I’m intuitive and sensitive. I can 
listen and understand what they want even 
beyond what they’re saying. It’s important to 
listen through the top layer and hear what’s 
underneath. If you have a great process 
you’ll have a great result. The process is so 
important.”

The Sacredness of Architecture
For Elee, that process is a spiritual journey 
shared with his clients. With open minds, 
they discover the final vision together. “I’ve 
always felt that we are all on a spiritual 
journey. There is a spiritual element to my 
work; what I do has a sacredness, for me and 
my clients. I become more aware of that as 
time passes.”
    Elee has designed more than a hundred 
homes, including sixty in the community 
of Sea Ranch. He has designed commercial 
buildings as well throughout Sonoma 
County. He was a founding member of the 
Redwood Empire Chinese Organization 
and served on the board of the non-profit 
organization Listening for Change and the 

Santa Rosa Design Review Board. He also 
supports the Humane Society. Over the years 
he has received numerous awards including 
“Outstanding Project” from the city of 
Petalfuma in 1988, the “Certificate of Merit” 
from the city of Santa Rosa in 2004, and 
the “Certificate of Merit for Environmental 
Enrichment” from Santa Rosa in 1988. His 
work has been featured in the book “Dream 
Homes: An exclusive showcase of Northern 
California’s finest architects.”

To contact Elee Tsai, call
707-575-9990 or email 

elee@EleeTsaiArchitect.com.
Visit his Web site at

www.EleeTsaiArchitect.com.


