Flying House. Archaeology of the Construction of Buckminster
Fuller’s Dymaxion House

Federico Neder

Today, anyone who wants to visit the Dymaxion House has to pay fourteen dollars for a ticket. In a
souvenir-saturated landscape, visitors dodge around cars, planes, locomotives and vehicles of every
sort before suddenly falling upon the glittering bodywork of the house of the future.

To welcome aboard the curious visitor, a tour guide stands at the doorway of this enigmatic artefact.
Dressed like a 1940s real estate agent, he looks every inch the salesman. The tour begins and the
commentary revolves around the virtues of this new house and the other gadgets devised by its
inventor, one R. Buckminster Fuller. One circles around the mirror-like facade, entering by the
main door, traversing the living room, the bedrooms, and the kitchen, catching a glimpse of the
bathrooms. (fig.1) Everything is brand spanking new. The perfectly oiled internal machinery swings
into action: revolving wardrobes, electric shelving, lighting that changes colour illuminating the
ceiling in different shades. The inhabitants’ furniture, curtains, crockery, clothing, all is neatly in its
place. All that is missing is the family that lived here — and that mysteriously abandoned the place
in 1946.

Figure 1. Dymaxion House at the Henry Ford Museum, Dearborn (F.Neder)

2327



The visitor is able to peer into hidden recesses as the home of the future unveils its intimate charms
- whilst at the same time protecting its privacy behind thin ropes. The house is real. The contents
and the context of its display are not. This is not a new photographic study or old-fashioned
advertising campaign. This time we are in a museum and the house has become an object of
contemplation. (fig.2) Ironically, the most modern of dwellings responds to a series of ideas that its
creator developed over eighty years ago and its bodywork is already more than half a century old.
How has the house come this far?

Figure 2. Dymaxion House at the Henry Ford Museum, Dearborn (F.Neder)

It is challenging, perhaps impossible, to try and work out the genealogy of the Dymaxion House, a
project Buckminster Fuller began working on at the end of the 1920s. The hundreds of drawings
that show it are all incomplete and its author used repetitious and confused language to describe the
building. On top of this, the spokesmen of the “militant” architectural avant-garde described it as a
kind of counter-example that one would do well to avoid (Giedion 1969, pp. 709-710). Fuller, a
self-taught architect and self-proclaimed inventor who was often portrayed as a philosopher-poet,
traversed the twentieth century but always came back to his project for a small house, even as he
imagined thousands of geodesic domes for the entire planet. There are clues in abundance: working
drawings, sketches, photographs of models, recordings made for publicity, explanatory writings,
newspaper articles, calculations and sketches for a small house that continually seems to be
changing shape. In our scrapbook, each trail corresponds to a different history, countless versions of
a single product. Which is the real Dymaxion?
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THE DYMAXION ADVENTURE

Fuller’s earliest dwellings date from 1928, from the time of his Lightful Houses. Flooded with light,
these ten-storey dwelling towers supported by a central post were so light in weight that they could
be transported by airships and tossed like darts at the chosen site. Several drawings reveal a series
of metal-type constructions and the accompanying notes suggest mass produced prototypes, entirely
factory assembled. The form of the object is of little importance. The most important things were
efficiency in terms of energy consumption, assembly time and functionality within the housing unit.
The traditional house, built of solid masonry, is a model of inefficiency; in complete contrast, the
architecture of the future would borrow its materials and manufacturing principles from the

transport, armaments and communications industries.

Figure 3. R.Buckminster Fuller an his Dymaxion House, 1929 (Krause 2001)

These almost naive sketches were transformed, one year later, into a complete study entitled “4D
House”, later the “Dymaxion House” — the latter a more seductive name manifestly designed to
appeal to a broad public and its thirst for novelty in an age of progress and travel. That year the
customers at Marshall Field’s department stores in Chicago came upon R. Buckminster Fuller
standing alongside the first detailed model of his house, whilst in the summer of 1929 members of
the Architectural League in New York listened to him — with a degree of suspicion — as he
explained the special features of his design. (fig.3) The hexagonal plan was organised around a
triangulated network of interlacing cables suspended from a central column. The envelope consisted

of a sealed, transparent membrane wrapped around the living space, a sort of isolated microclimate
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detached from the ground and from any external source of “contamination”. A series of radially
situated cupboards divided up the interior, delineating the different rooms. Like the words of the
designer himself, the models produced at this stage in the development of the design left no room
for uncertainty: the system of construction, facilities and furnishing as well as the vehicles and
people that lived in the house were represented literally. The Fuller house, at the end of the 1920s,
was a kind of miniature for a product that did not yet exist, even though its inventor knew every one

of its components.
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Figure 4. “The Fuller House” in Beech Log, vol. VI, n° 12, p.7. (Dymaxion Chronofiles)

Thereafter, Dymaxion was a brand, a slogan, a way of tackling the question of housing by
optimising the use of energy, time and resources. Towards the end of the war Fuller returned to his
housing project, this time to develop it using materials and manufacturing principles taken from the
aircraft industry. Beech Aircraft of Wichita made available a team of specialists who worked for
almost two years on the most advanced version of his house. From this experiment, only two full-
scale prototypes saw the light of day: the first, in 1945, assembled outdoors to test out the
construction system and the second, a few months later, erected and fitted out in the workshop for a
photography session to promote the habitability of this new machine to the general public. (fig.4)
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Thanks to the publicity that the strange house enjoyed between October 1945 and February 1946,
Fuller Houses — the name of Buckminster Fuller’s enterprise — and Beech Aircraft received over 3
500 orders from across of the country (Sieden 2000, p. 282). At the time it was declared that 250
000 units per year would be manufactured by industry, at half the cost of a traditional house, and
that final adjustments were the only thing needed to launch production on the assembly line. In
reality, there were numerous outstanding problems, concerning constructional details as well as
mechanisms of manufacture and sale. The economics of marketing the up-an-coming firm’s
securities were still unresolved and, because of a number of additional problems, the venture
suddenly collapsed. Of the thousands of houses that should have been assembled in a matter of
months, the only components to emerge from the factory were the ones made for these two
specimens (Pawley 1990, p.114).
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Figure 5. Airbarac version of the Dymaxion House. (Ward, 1985)

Through other efforts, Fuller tried to modify the original dwelling and adapt it for military use.
(fig.5) There are several drawings illustrating these modifications: the house is shown raised up
with space for a garage underneath, or transformed into a field hospital on several floors with an
elevator-crane transferred onto the external facade (Ward 1985, vol.Il. pp.272-276). These versions
remained no more than sketches and the project came to a halt once and for all. It is as though the
ideas had attained such a level of materialisation that the basic model could not be further modified
without altering its substance: the Dymaxion House had found its perfect form and refused to accept

alteration.
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The house seen in the photographs was practically a mirage: the interior decorated with thick
curtains, the prototype erected in record time by a just few workmen. The reality was a working
design with two full-scale models. When the business collapsed an investor from Kansas bought the
remains of the house of the future for 1 dollar (Baldwin 1996, p.56). In 1948, the fragments of the
two models were combined to make one and the Dymaxion House was rebuilt by a river, becoming,
in spite of itself, a real house.

The home’s new owners — a real flesh and blood family for once — decided to make Fuller’s opus
into a holiday house, adapting it to suit their needs and tastes (Baldwin 1996). Apart from the
addition of a little stone wall there were almost no alterations to entrance area. But from the river an
additional floor could be seen propping up the house, opening onto terrace overlooking the water.
(fig.6)

Figure 6. Wichita House converted into a summer cottage. (Pawley 1990, p.113)

Leaving aside the questionable nature of this intervention, it is interesting to analyse how the
interior of Fuller’s hermetically sealed house was torn out. The smooth fagade remained untouched;
no new windows or sealed up apertures; no new decorative details. The shape was not modified, yet
the house was enlarged from below with a new, more open and permeable level anchoring the
building within the landscape. As though searching for the foundations it never had, the rootless
building clings to the earth at last. In a short time the Dymaxion House had become just what it’s
author did not want; stone walls appeared, and a basement floor interrupted by a large glass wall...
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Paradoxically, these additions produced a play of contrasts that enhanced the features of the original
model; but the house became a caricature of itself. By around 1950 this compact capsule, resistant
to all new additions, had come down — and become irreparably attached — to earth. Dome, hat, turret
of a tank or tip of an iceberg, the shell of the living machine had become the crowning glory of a
ponderous subterranean construction.

BUBBLES

“As light as a bubble”: so read the caption accompanying a photograph that Buckminster Fuller cut
out of a newspaper in 1928. (fig.7) The few lines of commentary referred to Desha, a Serb dancer
who made fleeting appearances during the intermission in the cinemas of New York (Dymaxion
Chronofiles, vol. XXXIII). The picture showed the young girl tossing a ball in the air with grace
and agility. Her whole body seemed to be taut and balanced, only the tips of her toes touching the
ground. Every gesture defying the force of gravity, the dancer appeared to be suspended in mid-air.

ight—AS LIGHT AS A BUBBLE.
R e graceful Serbian dancing
girl, who breaks up the motion pic-
ture programs at the Rivoli, Rialto
and Criterion Theaters, with her
varied exhibitions of the terpsicho-
rean art. Desha, who is still In her

i illful sculptress.
teens, is also a skillful sculptrons.

Figure 7. “As Light as Bubble”, 1928. (Dymaxion Chronofiles vol. XXXIII)
Although it bears no relation to the images of boats, bridges and hangars that preoccupied Fuller at

the time, the cutting comes from his personal archive. The lightness evoked by the young dancer’s
movements has something in common with the architect’s earlier researches and with those he will
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take up again in future projects. Beyond the metaphorical, an idea that cut across the problematics
of material, construction and form was already beginning to take shape. The efficacy of any
prototype vehicle or house is measured in terms of the object’s ability to produce the greatest yield
with the smallest of means: doing more with less. One of his fundamental objectives was to reduce
the real weight of a building. It involved using materials that were both light and resistant. In
Fuller’s eyes, there had to be a radical change in the system of load distribution and the structure
adopted; this would seem to have a dramatic impact on the ultimate form of a product, be it an

individual house or a ten-storey tower.

For Fuller, aeroplanes were not a romantic allegory any more than suspension bridges were a
theoretical reference. High tension pylons, airships, bicycles, umbrellas and tennis rackets were
genuine models to be examined, taken to pieces, their parts combined and reassembled. An
aerodynamic, circular suspension house in aluminium resting on the ground at a single point: this
key object epitomised his research. Light in reality as well as in its formal expression, it was like the
dancer in the photograph; like a bubble.

Presenting it as a mechanical invention, Buckminster Fuller patented his first house design in April
1928. The drawings he submitted showed a relatively simple exterior with no sign of innovative
features; only a certain awkwardness was detectable in the design of the fagades. Nonetheless, the
value of the proposition lay in the unusual way in which structural loads were distributed. The full
weight was directed towards the centre of the house, a limited area taking the total strain and
transferring it to the ground.

These drawings show a square plan, organised on two levels around a central core with services
grafted onto it. (fig.8) The thin walls that enclosed the habitation made reference to the principle of
construction employed: they want to be read non-structurally, purely as a casing that would not be
bearing the weight of the structure. The large openings in the fagade and their random positioning
embodied the same principle. The entire house tries to look light and balanced in its construction.

That year, Fuller had also unveiled his 4D Lightful Tower Mobile Housing project. In a provocative
tone, this time closer to the world of the strip cartoon than of patented invention, the author
proposed towers containing fully equipped, self-sufficient dwellings. The buildings were to be fully
assembled in a factory and airlifted to the site. A matter of minutes would be all that it took to plant
these artificial trees — in reality extremely complex housing blocks.

This exaggerated exploit became almost a caricature of Fuller’s key preoccupations at that time,
ideas about which, in reality, he had thought long and hard, and that he would take up again in
future projects. The inventor was imagining transportable, transparent structures carried on a single
central column; self-contained autarkies with their own services. In these fantasies of design one
reads of towers that included electrical generators, energy and waste treatment systems; they were
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air conditioned and fully furnished (Pawley 1990, p. 47). There was a gym, an infirmary and a

swimming pool for the occupants’ use. What more could one add to this soaring and compact
structure?
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Figure 8. Fuller’s first house design, patented in 1928 (Krause 1999)

One can understand why the balance that featured on the drawings was the clearest way to illustrate
this idea. (fig.9) On one arm of the balance Fuller placed the traditional house: heavy, costly and
dependent on the city’s infrastructure. It was an archaic construction, slow to build and, according
to the designer, vulnerable in conception, a five-thousand-year-old model. At the other extreme, the
4D Tower: a self-sufficient building, rapidly and easily assembled. Naturally enough, the less
favoured option is the heavier. Minimum weight for maximum efficiency.
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Figure 9. Fuller’s sketch comparing the 4D House and conventional architecture. (Krause 1999)
DO IT YOURSELF

A 1945 photographic account clearly shows the different phases of assembly of the Dymaxion
House. It shows one of the prototypes developed at Wichita, Kansas. The images, published in the
specialist press, were a vindication of simplicity of assembly in what was portrayed as an innovative
product. By a process of mnemotechnics, they reveal the intimate logic of the structure. Step by
step, Buckminster Fuller’s design takes shape as though it were a child’s toy.

It all begins with the floor of the house, a platform raised up one metre from the ground, supported
on aluminium radial beams riveted to a ring made of the same material. The wooden props visible
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in the first few sequences are temporary elements and will be taken away in the later phases. Then,
the central mast — formed out of several tubes strapped together - is erected. From this are hung the
metal cables forming the fine network that spreads the loads uniformly and ties in the three circular

rings of increasing diameter that make up the roof framework.

In the following phase, the tapering panels of the covering, also made of aluminium sheets riveted
to one another and to rigid joists, are fixed in place. These panels form the fuselage, a semi-
spherical structure, a smooth, gleaming carapace. Inside this dome there is a paper-thin film of
metal to serve as a vapour barrier. From the photographs, it seems six or seven workers can
assemble the Dymaxion House. The fitting together of the parts is made to look easy. (fig.10) Note
that the roof is assembled on the ground, at a convenient working height. It is later hoisted into its

final position on the central mast.

Figure 10. Assembling the Dymaxion House, Wichita 1946 (Krause 1999)

Once the roof is in place, new metal cables are hooked on and these, crossed over, support the floor.
To complete the ensemble there is a continuous Plexiglas window and spandrel panels below. The
finishing touch is the central fan installed in the fin, also in aluminium and moved by the prevailing
wind. (fig.11) Interior facilities including services, bathroom fittings and storage units serving as
room dividers — with their electric shelving — are fitted later. The final picture in the series shows
the Dymaxion House — or rather its exterior panel-work — alongside a metal cylinder. (fig.12) As
Fuller noted, this latter mysterious object was in fact the container used for storage and transport of

the components to the building site.
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Figure 11. Assembling the Dymaxion House, Wichita 1946 (Krause 1999)

Figure 12. Dymaxion House, Wichita 1946 (Baldwin 1996, p.41)
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These photographs, over and above their documentary value, tried to show how easily the house
was assembled, a major concern and one of Fuller’s most cherished arguments. If the publicity
shots of the interior spaces claimed that the house was less “industrial” than it seemed, this
sequence was equally aimed at a wide public, this time to show off the ease of assembly that
brought the house within reach of the non specialist labourer. It was a notion already widespread in
the post-war USA, where there was a shortage of cheap housing and where plans were being made
for entire towns of identical houses, rapidly assembled by their own users (Hayden 1998, p. 209).
As the do-it-yourself culture spawned, the role of the architect was in retreat. Tasks became
simplified; inexpert but agile hands, equipped with the new portable electric tools, took the place of
the slow-moving artisans of the traditional building sector.

ULTRA-LIGHT ARCHITECTURE

As published, the Dymaxion House signalled its lightness of weight ostentatiously: three tonnes of
material was the final tally — one fiftieth the weight of an equivalent standard house. Thanks to the
photographs showing its assembly, the interior structure was revealed; it was easy to decipher the
logic in its structural loading. Without this documentation, one could not have understood the way

the house was suspended.

According to Edward R. Ford, everything boiled down to two basic principles: the tension and
compression forces that replaced the flexion that beams underwent in traditional construction, and
the use of a triangulated component system to achieve rigidity. (fig.13) The latter concept became
ever more frequent in the Fuller designs that were still to come. As he will repeatedly argue, the
tetrahedron is the geometrical figure that is most stable and has the highest resistance, a shape that
can be freely transformed, combined or multiplied ad infinitum. The five million geodesic domes
that will be built thirty years later all over the world using the same inventor’s precepts are proof of
this.

But for maximum weight reduction in the house it was not enough just to adopt an economical
structural system of neat components. For best results one had to find the most compact shape and
the best way to minimise the use of materials while maximising the space available for habitation.

The circular, or rather semi-spherical, shape was the response to the first question. As with the
relationship between circle and surface area in a two-dimensional plane, the sphere is the form that
encloses the greatest volume within a given envelope in three dimensions. By the 1940s, with the
new possibilities that the aeronautics industry had to offer, sheet metal could be shaped so that the
hexagonal house Fuller had visualised twenty years before became a smooth, aerodynamic cylinder.
Records tell us that the earliest models were tested in a wind tunnel.

The average wind speed over the United States as computed by widely reported recordings

is approximately 12 miles an hour. Houses may be considered aerodynamically as little
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ships whose standard cruising speed in 12 miles an hour, but which suddenly are
accelerated to 30 miles an hour [...].
(Fuller 1946)

&

Figure 13. Structure detail of Wichita House (Ford 1996)

Reducing the quantity of material employed to a minimum introduces the problem of how to
represent the object. In the plans and sections, the fine lines that delineate the shapes seem to refer
to crumbling of materiality. The load bearing points shrink down and compartmentalisation follows
a thin protective membrane. One observes how the spatial character of the Fuller house is achieved
almost without walls: the panels that divide up the different rooms are in reality places for storage,
each with its own specific role. (fig.14) The external envelope, meanwhile, appears as a network of
steel cables encircled by a thin sheet of aluminium or Plexiglas.
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Figure 14. Floor plan of Wichita House (L 'Architecture d’aujourd’hui, n° 6, 1946, p.78)

The North Americans were certainly used to lightweight construction by 1940, or at least to the use
of thinner structural sections. The balloon-frame system, originally known as the Chicago
construction, was becoming widespread from the middle of the nineteenth century. According to
Siegfried Giedion, this system marked the beginning of a period in which industrialised components
started to seriously inform the building of dwelling houses (Giedion 1965, pp. 345-353). Traditional
timberwork, thick stone or masonry walls were starting to be replaced by assemblies comprising a
series of small studs onto which panels were nailed. In Europe, despite the obvious advantages of
this technique, there was still a reticence towards the system even several decades later (Giedion
1965, p.352). But aside from such cultural inertia, the growing availability of the balloon frame was
a key antecedent in the move towards a lighter architecture. Compositionally, new work was
beginning to derive its shape from the network of load bearing and secondary supports.
Constructionally, it was a dry assembly system that provided a simple, cheap and light solution.

Buckminster Fuller’s prototype could thus be read as a reinterpretation of the constructional
principles that were becoming common during his time. Adopting the extreme position he always
took, Fuller marked time with a circular house made entirely in metal. If what was needed was to
break away completely from the inertia of house building, Fuller felt that motor vehicle technology
was the key. Although certain details of the Dymaxion House recall other dry assembly systems, the
network of cables under tension wrapped in the sheer membrane of the facade was indeed the ideal
solution to this challenge. Spacious on the inside, compact without, Fuller’s suspension house will

hover between different forms of interpretation, resisting any attempt to pin it down.
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Figure 15. Wichita House in the 1950s (Dymaxion Chronofiles,)

Like a top about to spin or an aeroplane about to take off, the house rests on the tiniest of supports.
It is interesting to observe the transformation that the Wichita prototypes underwent at the end of
the 1940s, to which we referred earlier. In an effort to tie the house firmly to the ground, the new
owner encircled it with a wall of coursed stone, thus eclipsing the void beneath the levitating house
and bringing the artefact finally to earth. (fig.15) A few years later, after visiting his disfigured
prototype, Buckminster Fuller muttered “the masonry addition forever grounded this airplane”
(Ashby 2000, p. 38 and Baldwin 1996, p. 61).

RECONSTRUCTION

In the Dymaxion House, recast as a holiday home, a real family lived for over twenty years. Twenty
more years went by during which the house was abandoned, until 1992 when the ruined artefact
was carefully disassembled and taken to the Henry Ford Museum in Detroit (Ashby 2000).
Restoration of the parts began in 1998 and construction, which according to Fuller should have
taken two days, actually took three years. The problem was less one of how to assemble the
components of the dwelling machine than one of setting up a research programme designed to
rehabilitate the rusting old prototype.

Experts in metal alloys, automobiles and aircraft were again consulted as meticulous research was
simultaneously carried out in the Fuller archives. The task was to rebuild the house in aluminium
and Plexiglas from a hybrid made up of the parts of two different prototypes dating from different
times; it was an exercise in anamnesis that became a real puzzle. There was another crucial
ingredient: Fuller’s Dymaxion House was a working project, open and unfinished (Ashby 2000).
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Some of the details shown in photographs of the time were no more than sticking plaster concealing
parts of the house that lacked definition. The project was only a publicity exercise and included
snaphots and short film sequences aimed at future clients who, at the end of the day, knew the
product only through the intervening medium, never actually touching the real thing. A half-century
later and the challenge looked quite different: the Fuller house would finally be shown to the public
as a palpable object. Because of this, the authors of the reconstruction decided to complete it, their
sights trained on restoring the atmosphere that reigned when the original — or rather the 1945-1946
version — was built. Everything that had been new back then had to look new once more.

If in terms of conservation and restoration the way the original context for the work is handled is a
fundamental factor, then in the case of the Dymaxion House its importance was all the greater. With
the house having been conceived as a transportable device, the physical context and landscape
around it were not decisive (Ashby 2000). It was instead a question of recreating the predominant
feel of the post-war US, in which the Wichita House was regarded as a product of the aircraft
industry. The old house of the future had to be placed in an environment compatible with its man-

made nature.

In 2001 the house reopened its doors to the public. The play of light on the surface of this
cumbersome machine, that once hovered before the gaze of the few onlookers present, now dazzles
thousands of visitors every year. The two prototypes Fuller had built have become a single
rejuvenated specimen.

OVEREXPOSURE

Having threaded his way between prototype motor cars and aeroplanes, locomotives and caravans,
the visitor to the Henry Ford Museum comes upon the Dymaxion. Over fifty years after it was
developed, the home of the future is displayed in its most complete form, a version its author never
saw. A complex museography is there to erase any doubt over the life history of the Dymaxion.
Interpretation panels, interactive screens and detailed explanations help us to examine up close the
official history of the house. The age of abstractions, anecdotes and hazy recollections is over; the
Fuller dwelling stands before us, ready to tell its own story clearly and directly.

The way the Dymaxion is exhibited reminds us of other attempts that have been made to raise
public awareness over the new products of modern architecture. In 1945, when Fuller was secretly
working on his last prototype, the Department of Architecture at the Museum of Modern Art in
New York was changing its strategy. More than a decade after its triumphant arrival in the United
States, Modern Architecture remained a minority affair and the public still seemed reluctant to
embrace it. Fifteen years later, the publications that conicided with the new exhibitions tried to
broaden the museum’s appeal. Marking the post-war era were two cases in point : Built in USA :
Since 1932, and If You Want to Build a House (Mock 1945, 1946). The time had come to explain
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the concepts launched in previous years, this time with the accent on the habitability of the modern
home. Through her publications, and using a less academic style of language than her predecessors,

Elizabeth Mock, director of these exhibitions, gave account to this open pedagogical approach.

There is an example of this quest to demystify in the way that reference is made to the stability of
the architectural object. If old brick-built structures gradually gave way to suggestive steel or
concrete buildings, the lightness these evoked might be seen as dangerous. Mock developed her
arguments asserting that in the future, new generations accustomed to the aeroplane and its
metaphors will find a “feeling of security” in the products of modern architecture that is still absent
in examples of the period. Suspended houses would come later. This was still the age in which
houses were strongly anchored to the ground.

[...] If your idea of stability is based on masonry, therefore on massiveness, the light,
attenuated forms which are appropriate to steel and reinforced concrete will seem
unsuitable, restless, dangerous. The more familiar one is with technologically advanced
construction, however, the more pleasure one takes in its airiness. Perhaps today’s airplane-
conscious children will not depend for a feeling of security upon an exaggerated appearance
of weight. The modern architect may hope that some day he will be invited to design a
house gaily suspended in the mid-air, but meanwhile he will be very happy to give you
substantial earth-bound brick walls; and perhaps it is in the nature of a house to be tied
securely to the ground.

(Mock 1946, pp.53-54)

In symmetrical fashion, Fuller was still dreaming of flying houses and the project he developed over
a thousand kilometres from the museum took some unexpected turns. The aeroplane was, for him,
more than a reference; at Wichita, it was the sole raison d’étre of the Dymaxion House. Once
revealed, his audacious proposition awakened considerable public curiosity, while the media
sometimes described it in ironical terms. In mocking tones, a short newspaper article of May 1946
remarked:

As you may know Fuller’s house is constructed like an airplane, out of airplane materials, in
an airplane factory, by airplane mechanics, and will do everything an airplane will do
except fly, get lost in fog and furnish free meals served by a stewardess who ought to be in
the front line of the Rockettes. [...] It is the feeling of my somewhat eccentric friend that
Fuller was entirely too conservative, too bound by traditional notions of the American
home. [...] What he suggests is that Fuller now carry the thing through to its logical
conclusion by installing a big fan on top the roof, converging [sic] the home into a
helicopter.

(Wheeler 1946)
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The most comical aspect of the story is that these rude comments, carefully catalogued by Fuller in
his archive, ended up as grist to Fuller’s mill. The idea having been his obsession since the venture
began, he was himself convinced that it wouldn’t take much for his house to take to the air. After
MoMA, with designers being invited to temper any overly direct industrial allusions, the Dymaxion
House refused to obey these rules of conduct. Everything about the house was evocative of the

aeroplane, including the muffled atmosphere of the living quarters (Baldwin 1992).
COMEBACK

Now on show in the Ford Museum, the Dymaxion House is no longer an assemblage of spare parts
stored in an aircraft factory, nor the décor for an advertising campaign. Neither is it part of a large-
scale housing programme stretching across the planet, providing homes for thousands of families
dreaming of a life lived under the sign of mobility, according to the wishes of its designer. Fuller’s
house today is a didactic tool; a container housing a series of ideas about the dwelling of the future
that are as valid and pertinent as ever. Another full- sized model, a caricature of itself, another

house inside a museum.

The displaying of the Buckminster Fuller house is supposed to help us understand the building’s
history and debunk the myth of its complex material reality. But the excess of chatter does not
succeed in neutralising the object’s hypnotic effect. We are still lured by it as a dwelling, just as
Fuller envisaged. His prototype has hovered over uncertain territory, suspended between fiction and

real life. The house is there to dazzle and seduce, reabsorbing any effort to analyse it.
REFERENCES
“As Light as Bubble”, undated article from 1928, Dymaxion Chronofiles, vol. XXXII.

“The Fuller House”, 2 May 1946. The Beech Log, Official Employees Publication of Beech Aircraft
Corp, pp.4-7 (Dymaxion Chronofiles, box 63)

Wheeler, K, 2 May 1946. “This New World”, The Dayton Herald, Dayton, Ohio,(Dymaxion
Chronofiles, box 64)

Ashby, J, 2000. “Preserving a Prototype: Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion House” in Preserving the
Recent Past 2 (Conference Papers), Philadelphia.

Ashby, J, 2000. “Re-discovering a Dwelling Machine”, Do.co.mo.mo Journal, n°22.

Baldwin, J, 1992. “Wichita House on the Move”, Trimtab. Bulletin of the Buckminster Fuller
Institute, vol.7, n°1, p.8.

2345



Baldwin, J, 1996. Bucky Works: Buckminster Fuller Ideas Today, New York: John Wiley & Sons.
Ford, E, 1996. The Details of Modern Architecture, Cambridge: The MIT Press.

Fuller, R.B, 1946. Designing a New Industry, Wichita: Fuller Research Foundation.

Fuller, R.B, 1973. Earth, inc., New York: Garden City.

Fuller, R.B, 1969. Utopia or Oblivion: The Prospects for Humanity, New York: Bentam
Books.

Giedion, S, 1965. Space, Time and Architecture. The Growth of a New Tradition. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press. (orig. 1941).

Giedion, S, 1969. Mechanization Takes Command: A Contribution to Anonymous History, New
York: W.W.Norton & Co. (Orig. 1948, Oxford University Press).

Hayden, D, 1998. “Modern Houses for the Millions” in Smith, E, (ed), Blueprints of Modern
Living: History and Legacy of the Case Study Houses, Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art.

Krause, J and Lichtenstein, C, 1999. Your Private Sky. R. Buckminster Fuller: The Art of Design
Science, Zurich: Lars Miiller.

Krause, J and Lichtenstein, C, 2001. Your Private Sky, Discourse, Zurich: Lars Miiller.

Marston Fitch, J, 1972. American Building, Boston: Houghton Mifflin. (orig. 1947).

Mock, E, 1945. Built in USA. Since 1932, New York: Museum of Modern Art.

Mock, E, 1946. If You Want to Build a House, New York: Museum of Modern Art.

Pawley, M, 1990. Buckminster Fuller, London: Trefoil Publications.

Persitz, A, 1946. “La maison Dymaxion”, L Architecture d’aujourd’hui, n°6.

Sieden L.S, 2000. Buckminster Fuller’s Universe : His Life and Work. Cambridge: Perseus
Publishing. (Orig. 1989)

Ward, J, 1985. The Artifacts of R.Buckminster Fuller, New York: Garland.

Webb, M, 2001. “La casa di Bucky. La Dymaxion House di Buckminster Fuller ricostruita al Ford
Museum di Dearborn”, Domus, n°843, p.61.

2346




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


