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1. Introduction

The pursuit of utopia is an everlasting human endeavor, as demonstrated by the perpetual
experimentation of self-sufficient communes. In the 1960s USA, under the influence of various political
and environmental movements, especially the counterculture wave, thousands of young people left the
cities to build up communities in rural areas. Often associated with hippies, drugs and sex, these
communities were actually far more diverse and ambitious. There were artists’ communes, like Drop
City, as well as intentional communes, like Twin Oaks. “Far from running away from life or our social
responsibilities, we are trying to make a new and better world,” said Kinkade, one of the founders of the
Twin Oaks Community in 4 Walden Two Experiment.' Carrying various utopian dreams and social

political ideals, many of them worked hard to create sustainable, alternative lives with their own hands.

Inspired by these communities, Stewart Brand issued the first Whole Earth Catalog in 1968. The
Catalog was conceived as an “evaluation and access device” of tools for communities.” Issued annually
or bi-annually from 1968 to 1972, the Catalog was not only regarded as the bible of community
residents in that generation, but also attracted far more people and became a new advocacy front for
countercultural activists. With the decline of political demonstrations in the late 1960s, the Catalog

marked a shift from utopian idealism and politics to a more practical approach.’

The Catalog was categorized into seven sections: Understanding Whole Systems, Shelter and Land Use,
Industry and Craft, Communications, Community, Nomadics, Learning.* Among them, the Shelter and
Land Use section focused on contents related with the built environment in the communities. The topic

of the contents varied from the well-known Dome to “primitive” vernacular architecture. Scholars have

' Kathleen Kinkade, A Walden Two Experiment: The First Five Years of Twin Oaks Community (New York:
William Morrow & Co., 1973), 01.

2 Stewart Brand, ed., Whole Earth Catalog (Menlo Park, CA: Portola Institute, 1968), cover page.

3 Andrew Kirk, "Appropriating Technology: The Whole Earth Catalog and Counterculture Environmental
Politics," Environmental History 5, Vol. 6, no. 3 (July 2001): 383, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3985660

4 There were nine sections in the Last Whole Earth Catalog.



noticed the Catalog’s interest in technical issues in construction and many of them have studied the
form of the Dome as a symbol of counterculture communes. However, there hasn’t been enough
attention paid to the Catalog’s consistent aim, which, according to Brand, was to induce real
construction practice. Rather than presenting architecture as a unified entity, the Catalog disassembled it
into various kinds of information for self-education by amateurs. As Sadler states, “Design, it appears
from the Catalog, is everywhere and nowhere, a practice among practices, a system among systems.”
This emphasis on amateurish practice over traditional architectural language, such as space and form,
drew criticism from architects at that time for being more technical than cultural and thus less human.®
Chaitkin labels counterculture architecture as “outsider architecture”, as it deviated from the
progression of styles and a test of the disciplinary boundaries in the transitional stage from modernism

to postmodernism.”

Looking back from today, when the boundaries of what constitutes architecture are more ambiguous
and the line between design and non-design becomes uncertain, it is imperative to rethink this “off
track” unprofessional practice encouraged by the Whole Earth Catalog. What were the ideologies
behind the refusal of professional architects’ participation while emphasizing self-construction? What’s
the role of participants? How did the Catalog, through its selection and organization of content, induce
the action, and furthermore, promote a new way of thinking towards architecture? Most importantly,

what can we learn from these practices nowadays?

This essay will examine architecture in late 1960s American counterculture communities not as a style
or form, but as a series of actions, by going forth and back between the Whole Earth Catalog and real
works. It will employ multiple methodologies, including article review, diagram study as well as a
ficto-critical approach. The first chapter will explore the complex ideologies behind the self-production
fanaticism, with a focus on the struggle of the narrative in terms of scales. Concentrating on the Shelter
and Land Use section of the Catalog, the second chapter will study its various contents in a systematic
way and incorporate them into the real practice in communities. The third chapter will present a
first-person fictional narrative based on discussions in the first two chapters and provides a critical
reflection of personal experience in architecture practice induced by the Catalog. This essay aims to
provide new insights into architecture in the late 1960s American communities by examining the
narrative presented in the Whole Earth Catalog and communards, and additionally, to draw inspiration

from it for contemporary architecture and society.

5 Simon Sadler, "An Architecture of the Whole," Journal of Architectural Education (1984-), Vol. 61, No. 4, (May,
2008): 110, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40480872.

6 Sadler, “An Architecture of the Whole,” 109.

" Charles Jencks and William Chaitkin, Current Architecture (London : Academy Editions, 1982), as cited by
Blauvelt, 2015.



2. A Debate on Scale: Self within System

Man is small, and, therefore, small is beautiful.

— E.F.Schumacher, Small is Beautiful, 1973*

We can’t put it together, it is together.
— The Last Whole Earth Catalog, 1971°

The main feature of the 1960s community movement in America was the desire to escape from large
cities and turn to self-organized small communities in rural areas. These communities were guided by
different kinds of idealisms, varying from traditional utopian ideologies to political advocacy. “The
Communal idea is big enough to stimulate a lot of different dreams.” as Kinkade noted in her
memoirs.'” Despite their differences, all of these community members shared a common fear and
disdain towards the fast-expanding urban environment. B.F. Skinner, a behaviorist and author of Walden
Two, which inspired several intentional communities, expressed his concerns about large cities in
Walden Two Revisited, “what is so wonderful about being big? It is often said that the world is

suffering from the ills of bigness, and we now have some clinical examples in our large cities.” !

For most of the generation, the large cities were a symbol of a gigantic, greedy and monstrous
American society, which was a threat to their personal and communal lives. The Vietnam War and the
memory of the atomic bomb cast lasting shadows over American society for the whole 1960s. The
young people were deeply skeptical towards the misdirected authority power which sought violence and
death instead of the enhancement of life quality.'? The fear of losing control over their own life induced
numerous political, cultural and environmental protests in the cities, while a number of young people
sought freedom and an alternative way of life outside the city in small, self-sufficient communities.
Melville, a nine-year-old community resident, explained his decision, “I’'m trying to keep from being
swallowed by a monster — plastic, greedy American society, I need to begin relating to new people
who are into taking care of each other and the earth.”"* By living in self-organized rural communities,
these rebels wished to get rid of the Leviathan dominating the cities and return to a communal,

anarchistic lifestyle.

8 E. F. Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as if People Mattered (London: Blond & Briggs,
1973), 117.

® Stewart Brand, eds., The Last Whole Earth Catalog: access to tools (Menlo Park, CA: Portola Institute, 1971),
cover page.

% Kinkade, A Walden Two Experiment, 02.

" B.F. Skinner, “Walden Two Revisited,” in Walden Two. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2006), ix.
2 Adam Rome, "Give Earth a Chance’: The Environmental Movement and the Sixties," The Journal of
American History, Vol. 90, No. 2, (Sep, 2003): 550, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3659443.

3 Keith Melville, Communes in the Counter Culture: Origins, Theories, Styles of Life (New York, 1972),
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Besides the devastating institutional power, the countercultural activists also resisted the social
economic structure based on urban networks in which people became either a “consumer” or an
“employee” and got alienated from their work. Instead, they wanted to work on projects of their own
devising and gain autonomy from the consumerism system.'* This resulted in a much smaller scale of
production based on individual persons and communities among the activists. The human-scale
production in these communities was deep rooted in the traditional utopian ideal of self-sufficiency. On
one hand, self-production was the way to keep the community operating independently from the
economic structure they wanted to escape. On another, there was a common belief that working for
oneself would bring more spiritual satisfaction. The optimism towards the feasibility of “handmade
lives" was represented in Gene Bernofsky’s description of Drop City, “if we did nongainful work that

the cosmic forces would take note of this and would supply us with the necessities of survival.” '

Counterculture activists’ embracing of technology in the late 1960s brought more promise to
self-production. Throughout the century, many scholars had shown their concern over the abuse of
technology on an urban scale. In One-Dimensional Man, one of the most influential books in the
counterculture movement, Marcuse argued against “technological rationality” and warned that
advanced industrial society creates a form of social control over personal life.'® The early generation of
environmentalists turned to Wildness and stood completely against technology, while the new
generation moved against this bipolar debate, seeking for ways to take advantage of it. British
economist E. F. Schumacher promoted a type of “appropriate technology”, such as windmills and water
turbines, which stood “halfway between traditional and modern technology” and could be applied to
small-scale local communities and ecosystems.'” These types of technologies could be easily mastered
by communities or individuals. For the first time, the community residents would get personal control

of the technology instead of just being a user of the mass industrial system.

As the most popular guide for communes, The Whole Earth Catalog was also a strong supporter of this
positive vision of self-production. According to Farber, this book was dedicated to an alternative
lifestyle which “framed around self-production, economically sustainable practices,and artisanal
skills.”'® The founder of the Catalog, Stewart Brand, made a statement in the beginning of the first
publication in 1986:

' David Farber, "Self-Invention in the Realm of Production," Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 85, No. 3, (Aug,
2016): 409, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26419659.

'® Timothy Miller, "The Roots of the 1960s Communal Revival," American Studies, Vol. 33, No. 2, (Fall, 1992):
89, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40642473.

'® Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964).

7 Marilyn Carr, ed., The AT Reader: Theory and Practice in Appropriate Technology (New York: Intermediate
Technology Development Group of North America, 1985), 6-11, as cited by Kirk, 2001.

'8 David Farber, "Self-Invention," 417.



“We are as gods and we might as well get good at it. So far, remotely done power and glory—as
via government, big business, formal education, church—has succeeded to the point where
gross defects obscure actual gains. In response to this dilemma and to these gains a realm of
intimate, personal power is developing—power of the individual to conduct his own education,
find his own inspiration, shape his own environment, and share his adventure with whoever is

interested. Tools that aid this process are sought and promoted by the Whole Earth Catalog. "

In this statement, he questioned authorities while specifying the role of the book to provide tools for
those who would work hard to get out of the system. Brand encouraged practical handwork and
believes in the future possibilities that could be reached through it. As he later described the Catalog, “It
is a book of tools for saving the world at the only scale it can be done, one hand at a time.”* One of the
most crucial tools it provided was the appropriate technology mentioned above. The catalog introduced
various household technologies from energy generators to devices for craftsmanship. While the
meaning of “tools” extended further from that. As Kirk concludes, the key purpose of the Catalog was
to “empower yourself” through “access to creative information”.”' Brand emphasized the rise of an
“intimate, personal power” and supported it in various perspectives including knowledge, inspiration,
real work guidance and communication platform. Self-production was no longer a single process in the
Catalog but became an information and object network centered on each person, which was represented
as different kinds of contents from book recommendations to product introductions in the book. And
one of the reasons why the Catalog became so popular is that these self-centered tools made creating an
alternative life by one’s own hands more promising and relatable. To many of the readers, working on a
community themselves was more meaningful and practical than political protest and meetings.** They

could see how their own actions mattered through the book.

The division of oneself from the industrial consumerism system and the reconnection to a larger
ecological network were two sides of the same coin, which indicated the embrace of a systematic way
of thinking. The ecological ideal of interconnectedness was nothing new to the communal generation.
Paul Potter, an influential figure in the New Left movement, supported a lifestyle that “all life lives
within us” and “we live in all with its eyes and feeling with all of its senses."** These ecological ideas
inspired worship of the earth as a whole, which led to the birth of Earth Day as a national event. As an
activist and a previous biology student, Brand was a faithful believer in this ideology. The most clear

indication was the choice of the covers. Throughout the 4 years of publication, most of the covers used

% Stewart Brand, ed., Whole Earth Catalog, cover page.

2 James Baldwin, ed., Whole Earth Ecolog: An Environmental: An Environmental Toolkit (Three Rivers Press,
1990).

2 Andrew G. Kirk, Counterculture Green: The Whole Earth Catalog and American Environmentalism
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2007), 03.

2 Kirk, Counterculture Green, 51.

Z Paul Potter, A Name for Ourselves (Boston, 1971), 116-17, 205, as cited by Rome, 2003.



photographs of the earth taken from space by NASA. In 1966, right before the release of WEC, Brand
organized a campaign to urge NASA to allow public access to photos taken during space missions.
“Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole earth yet?”” He made such a demand on the badges
distributed during the campaign. The cover of the first Whole Earth Catalog was the first color photo of
the earth taken by ATS-3 in 1967.(figure. 1) While the earth rise image on the 1969 Spring publication
was the first color image of earth taken by a human from the moon.?*(figure 2) Brand pioneered in
using these photographs in publications, and their impact was definitely profound. As Newberg and his
coworkers argue, for the first time, the world appears in plain sight for everyone, so as the direct sense
of the complexity and fragility of all lives on earth.” The whole earth was no longer a distant concept

but became understandable and related to each person.

This emphasis of the transcendence from a personal scale to the Whole Earth was represented as
working closely with nature in community lives. The back-to-land ideal has a deep tradition in
American culture and got revived during the 1960s environmental movement. Most self-production in
communities was based on this farming tradition, which represented a fantasy of past agricultural
culture. The counterculture activists regarded it as a way back to the primitive lifestyle when humans
and nature were closely connected. Kinkade called the farming “a romance”, “we were almost as
excited about farming as we were about communal living.”?® The agricultural practice didn’t get much
attention in the first Catalog but became a more and more important topic in later publications,
especially in the Land Use section in the Last Whole Earth Catalog, which, according to Gaglio, aimed
to equip community members from cities with knowledge to start their rural life on land.?” This
reconnect with nature ideology was also indicated in Shelter. Lloyd Kahn, the editor of the “Shelter”
section, showed his interest in vernacular architectural materials in various cultures, and later published
an individual book <Shelter> in 1973 to deliberate his study on worldwide vernacular architectural
practices. Meanwhile, the WEC’s approach goes further than that. Instead of promoting a totally
primitive way of living, the team acknowledged the value of technology in both self-sufficient need and

ecological practice.

The Catalog also attached much importance to the interdependence of communities and provided a
networking platform for its readers. Brand encouraged readers to recommend books or products while

choosing contents for the book. In Supplement to the Whole Earth Catalog, the section Other People'’s

2 “Timeline of first images of Earth from space,” Wikipedia, last modified April 27, 2023,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of first images_of Earth_from_space.

% Yaden, David B., et al. "The Overview Effect: Awe and Self-Transcendent Experience in Space Flight."
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https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fcns0000086.

% Kinkade, A Walden Two Experiment, 63.

2" Caroline Maniaque-Benton and Meredith Gaglio, eds., Whole Earth Field Guide (Cambridge, Massachusetts :
The MIT Press, 2016), 82.
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Mail was for publishing requests and reviews from readers. Events among readers were also organized
occasionally at the Whole Earth Truck Store, the base of the catalog. By boosting knowledge and
experience sharing among readers, the catalog did not only solidify the community network, but also

challenged institutional knowledge monopolized by experts.

In the Whole Earth Catalog, the debate over scale can not be simply explained as one conclusion but
always about the relationship between individuals and the larger ecosystem. The debate proceeded
through multiple perspectives related with the self-production practice in 1960s communes. The
self-education aimed at breaking down the monopoly of knowledge by authorities and empowering
individuals. The handmade life echoed to the ideal of reconnecting with the whole ecosystem while
emphasizing the position of oneself in the network. Appropriate technology as tools got people out of
the industrial system, promised personal control over technologies, and at the same time, explored new
ways to live with nature. Ultimately, the Whole Earth Catalog represented a possibility of life which is

based on individual actions but also always interacted with the system.

3. Architecture as Action

Born in the early stage of global industrialization, modern architecture went hand in hand with the
positive belief in mass production and standardization, welcoming a universal lifestyle. Le Corbusier
made his famous claim “The house is a machine for living in” in Towards a New Architecture.” He
formulated five points of “new architecture”: the pilotis, the free plan, the free facade, the long
horizontal sliding window and the roof garden.” The rational model of architecture composed of
standard components echoed the need of construction efficiency in urbanization and set a clear
boundary to the architecture discipline. The social-cultural protests against modern values also
undermined modernist architecture in the 1960s. The once popular belief in architecture to create a
better life had lost its myth. People urged more human-centered design based on daily lives. Many
countercultural activists turned to personal amateur practices to find an alternative lifestyle deprived
from the universal one proposed by modern architects. “Deep in any human is the builder's instinct.”

Neil Smith made such a claim to promote counterculture home building.*

28 | e Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture (New York: Dover Publications, 1986), 04.
2 Le Corbusier. Towards a New Architecture, 116-123.

30 NeilSmith,“Environment for Expanded Awareness,” San FranciscoOracle, Vol. 1, No.
11, (1967): 08, as cited by Farber, 2016.



Just like his opposition to industrial society, Brand was also a critic of modern architecture and
professional design: “God Damn architects who bore and stifle and preen their chickenyard feathers.
Give us more jungle birds like this one. If their buildings are inconvenient, good.”' In the Whole Earth
Catalog, he encouraged personal involvement in the making of their own living environment, which led
to a change in the relationship between individuals and architecture. Instead of only being a user of a
finished project, the communards were also the maker. It then became reasonable that, in the Catalog,
architecture was no longer a result of design, a projection of future, but was read as a process of making
in which the actions of individuals were highlighted. By naming the section on the human environment
as Shelter, rather than “building” or “architecture”, Brand indicated his intention of emphasizing its
relationship with personal daily life. While contents related to the process of making the environment
were actually distributed beyond this section. The following part of this chapter will disassemble the
traditional concept of architecture into a series of actions: concept exploration, material preparation,
construction, operation, and review each of them from the interaction between the Whole Earth Catalog
and real practices. The discussion will focus on the participation of communards as the subject of

actions within a larger knowledge system.

3.1 Concept Exploration: self-education and possibilities of lifestyles

As mentioned above, self-education was a key factor in the Catalog’s self-empowerment network, and
Brand’s strong objection towards formal architectural training made it especially so in building one’s
own home. To move the authority to build from the architect's hand to individual community residents,
the builders must be equipped with sufficient knowledge. The difference in knowledge needed for
education in professional and amateur practices was decided by the different roles that the architect or
individual habitant plays in the design-construction process: while the architect was an outsider, away
from the whole picture, the resident was an insider, prepared to go through the whole life of the
building. This difference would lead to a distinctive initial concept for self-construction, which

considers more in terms of real-life experience rather than those in architectural language.

The self-education on concepts and theories was represented as recommendations of books introducing
ideas from various architectural classifications in the Catalog, which involved contemporary radical
experiments, vernacular architecture, and even works from modern architects. The exploration of
lifestyles was combined with studies of the social-cultural values of different types of architecture. It
was easy to notice that the selection of books in the section Shelter showed a clear personal preference
of the editors, full of light touches and hardly enough for a comprehensive architectural education.

However, the aim of these contexts was never to produce capable ‘architects’ with professional

3 Brand’s commentary in “Antoni Gaudi,” in The Last Whole Earth Catalog, 85.



mindsets but to inspire amateurs’ interest and lead them towards a certain way of thinking suggested in

the counterculture movement.

In the first two years of publication, the Catalog’s interest in contemporary radical architects, such as
Buckminster Fuller, Paolo Soleri, and Archigram group, was pretty dominant. Their works were put on
the most conspicuous pages and took up more than half of Shelfer. One of the contents throughout the
whole series was Architectural Design, a UK-based architectural journal first launched in 1930.(figure.
3) The magazine was a frontier for these contemporary architects under the influence of its new editor,
Peter Murray, in the late 1960s.*? In its recommendation in 1969, Brand wrote “Its coverage of
developments in cybernetics and cybernetics, structural systems, philosophy, use trends, etc. is
extraordinary.”** While most of these radical experiments, perhaps except Fuller’s dome, were
considered far from the Catalog’s practical motto, Brand held a futuristic optimism in equipping readers

with new ideas and exploring alternative ways of living in a cybernetic world.

Contents on vernacular architecture adapted to this narrative of alternative life possibilities as well but
emphasized more on its feasibility. Brand was fascinated with how traditional Japanese lived and
introduced The Japanese House in the first Catalog.(figure. 4) “If you are going to build your own
house and don’t mind some inspiration on the subject, this book was aboriously made for you.”**
Another book, Japanese Homes & Their Surroundings, was attached to it as a complement introducing
interior living conditions and object culture. Later publications added more varieties. A significant one

is a nomadic lifestyle featured by portable shelters like tipi and yurt.(figure. 5) These forms learnt from

nomadic cultures were valued as both economic and close to land.

In The Last Whole Earth Catalog. Brand borrowed the famous modernist architect Frank Lloyd
Wright’s ideas at the start of the section to manifest the support of a self-built life in the start of the

section instead of previous works from contemporary architects:

“Beware of the architectural school except as the exponent of engineering. Go into the field
where you can see the machines and methods at work that make the modern buildings, or stay
in construction direct and simple until you can work naturally into building-design from the

nature of construction.”

32 Dennis Sharp, “Monica Pidgeon: Influential editor of 'Architectural Design' for more than 30 years,”
Independent, Nov 12, 2009,
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/monica-pidgeon-influential-editor-of-architectural-design-for-mor
e-than-30-years-1818794.html.

3 Brand’s commentary in “Architectural Design,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Fall 1969, 29.

3 Tassajara Zen Center’'s commentary in “The Japanese Home,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Fall 1968, 16.

% Frank Lloyd Wright, Writings and Buildings: Frank Lloyd Wright, selected by Edgar Kaufmann and Ben
Raeburn (New York: New American Library, 1960), as cited by Brand, 1971.



This provides an inner perspective to rethink modernist architecture and well concluded the meaning of
self-education in architecture practice. Nevertheless, self-education is a repetitive action throughout the
whole process in the following sections. Every step could be read as a composition of knowledge and

practice. The enrichment of oneself and the action launched by oneself keep interacting with each other

and establish strong ties between the self and a larger knowledge system.

3.2 Material Preparation: sourcing and private experiments

The construction materials introduced in the Catalog showed great diversity, which echoed Brand's
promise of providing communards with tools for various possibilities. The emphasis on materials was
most evident in The Last Whole Earth Catalog, where materials were used to categorize different types
of architecture on page notes. Both new and traditional construction materials were given equal
attention, and their properties and sources were elaborated within a larger system, industrial or natural,
included in other sections of the Catalog beyond Shelter and Land Use. Self-education on materials was

given much importance to equip readers with sufficient knowledge to start the construction practice.

In the Catalog, new materials had a close relationship with the exploration of new structures in
contemporary architecture, which came along with its support of technology use in communities. 7he
Last Whole Earth Catalog introduced books about the properties of various industrial construction
materials, especially plastic, in the Industry and Craft section. The new interest in plastic was linked to
the attention paid to tension and inflatable structures. In the review of Plastic in the Modern World,
Rosenthal suggested it was for people “longing for a comprehensive review of the world of plastics
and/or some good solid reference material on the subject.” The Industry and Craft section covered a
lot of content on basic science and engineering theories, which supported a thorough understanding of

materials in the industrial chain.

Vernacular materials, on the other hand, represented the connection between oneself and the natural
system. The most common material for vernacular construction in America was timber, which had the
potential to be directly acquired from the land. Starting from the second publication, the Catalog added
a small section Seeds and Trees to provide information on seeds supplies. Later, it added more content
on the properties of trees. In The Last Whole Earth Catalog, a page was named Trees & Saws under the
Land Use section, which integrated all relevant information on tree species and harvest tools. However,
despite this potential, the deep-rooted timber construction tradition in rural America had already

established a mature wood market, which most communities still relied on to acquire wood in reality.

% Michael Rosenthal’s commentary in “Plastic in the Modern World,” in The Last Whole Earth Catalog, 129.



While recycling was another source of wood used for construction. The Catalog provided information
on materials sales for both vernacular and new materials, which, as industrial products, relied heavily
on supply chains. This ‘promotion of goods’ section was the Catalog’s compromise with consumerism

and the mass production system out of practical considerations.

Additionally, independent experimentation with new materials from the land were encouraged. This
kind of experiment was common among communities due to economic and sustainable considerations.
The Catalog published some people’s sharings of their experiments. There was an interaction between
people who would like to build with stone and who had the knowledge of doing so.(figure. 6-7) The
reply elaborated how to identify different types of rocks for construction in the environment, and the
editor added one chapter on stoneworks. Most of these experiments were not practical compared to
more traditional approaches. Kinkade recalled their failed attempts to build with rammed earth and
tobacco sticks due to lack of experience: “Brian did not make any kind of connectors for the struts of
the dome and just hoped they would stay together with staples.”’ But it did, in some way, inspire

personal creativity in living with nature.

3.3 Construction: guidebook and “how-to-do-it”

Construction was a core part of the whole self-build practice. It is no wonder that various kinds of
guidebooks on construction techniques took up the largest section in the Shelter and Land Use category.
Unlike books exploring ideas and concepts, guidebooks introduced a specific way of self-education
which was not through knowledge, but through action, or “How-to-do-it.”* It was meant to involve the
entire body of communards. They expected readers to follow the guides and transfer them into real
practice. The key perspective of this “how” was how to deal with materials. In this way, the
construction activity was a spontaneous growing process from material to the final form, which
included material manufacturing, joint making, and assembling. The techniques were closely related to
materials’ properties rather than the final result. The Catalog emphasized combining the contents of the
books and real constructions together. According to the review Smith wrote for Canadian Wood Frame

House Construction in the 1970 fall publication:

“Best way to learn to become a carpenter is to get some wood and a few tools and put them
together somehow, however you can, practice, know the material and what you are trying to do
with it. Then, when you are ready to build something, either find someone who has built

something, or take a good long look at what you are living in now, or read a book. We carry a

% Kinkade, A Walden Two Experiment, 93.
3% Brand’s commentary in “House Carpentry Simplified,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1969, 23.



bunch of carpentry books, their main worth is in the diagrams. From them you can figure out

how other builders do it. %

This evaluation did not only work for carpentry guidebooks but also for books on dealing with other
materials, including various vernacular materials and experimental practices with plastic mentioned
above. Not only the value of guidebooks in terms of teaching skills was put behind learning from real
experience, but also their contents were regarded as a copy of others’ work in reality. It was also
represented through the selection of drawings for book reviews. Besides necessary technical drawings
on joints, the Catalog put on a lot of diagrams and sketches which were easy to understand and follow.
Many of them would include figures to involve readers in the construction process.(figure. 8-9) In the
end, the guidebooks were not regarded as the replacement for real experience teaching but as
supplements for those who may be lacking the skills, which “we’ve forgotten to do" but still remained
instinct for people who had never left the industrial system.*’ To practice construction work was to
break ‘the Building Expert Mystique’ and revive the body’s nature to work with materials. The final
projects were never the same model copied from the books, but improvised according to various

situations and truly belonged to the builders themselves.(figure.10-11)

“How to use tools” was another perspective of this “how-to-do-it” discussion, which came along with
the dealing of materials but also got independence when it came to small-scale technologies. It was
often combined with information about products and appeared in the Industry and Craft section. Much
of this discussion was combined with the use of technology for maintenance, which will be elaborated

more in the following section.

3.4 Operation:energy and appropriate technology

The operation and maintenance of houses ensured getting the house into real daily use, and therefore,
essential to the living experience. One necessary matter to consider is energy. Brand was a strong
advocate of the use of new energy sources, such as solar and wind energy, in combination with
small-scale technology, that could be directly used for independent houses. He quoted Goldfarb’s poem

which praised the solar-heated rhombic-dodecahedron in The Last Whole Earth Catalog:

% J.D. Smith’s commentary in “Canadian Wood Frame House Construction,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Fall 1970,
27.
40 David Farber, "Self-Invention in the Realm of Production," 417.



“A man is blessed who assists in the building of a solar-heated-rhombic-dodecahedron. I don 't
mean to say technology itself is holy. I mean heat rises. Rocks preserve heat. Asymmetrical

dwellings can stand by themselves if properly arranged.”'

Contents on new energies were categorized into the Land Use section in the Catalog, which strongly
corresponded to the ideology of living independently while closely with nature. “They aren’t new
sources; they are the oldest.” Wrote by Rosenthal in the review of New Sources of Energy, “The
prospect of a truly self-contained habitable energy system is a romantic country.”* To live in such a
self-sufficient natural system was to get independent of the industrial energy supply in cities, which
could be achieved through the use of “appropriate technology", as discussed in the first chapter. The
Catalog provided information on generators working with natural energies, such as wind generators,

solar stills, and wood burning circulators.

Moreover, when studying new energies and appropriate technology for making a living environment, it
was essential to note their value in unifying the structural and technical aspects of architecture, which
were often segregated into two scales in mass-produced apartments. The infrastructure in cities was
replaced by an independent operating system based on the scale of a house in the communities. In a
self-built house using small-scale energy generators, residents could have full control over the artificial
climate while keeping close to the sources. Besides products, this unification was better represented as
guidebooks on operational systems in the Catalog such as Practical Handbook of Plumbing and
Heating, Wiring Simplified, and some other contents in the Audel Guides series. In these guidebooks,
the maintenance of the house was not regarded as a separate technique issue but as a supplement to the

construction process.

In some cases these two practices were just integrated into one. In the review of Your Engineered
House, Kahn wrote “This is an easy way for a beginner to frame a house (as opposed to stud-wall
construction), and it gets a roof over your head right away.”* Starting to design a house from technical
considerations was regarded as a practical and easy approach for amateurs like readers, which turned
away from architectural expertise and focused on “a discussion and treatment of homes as human
environments.”** The Owner Built-Home section was an intriguing example of this approach, as it not
only introduced the book but also offered building suggestions based on the site and needs from

expertise.(figure.12) In the communication between amateurs and the expert, all considerations, from

41 Sydney Goldfarb, Speech, for Instance: Poems, (N.p.: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), as cited by Brand,
1971.

42 Michael Rosenthal’s commentary in “New Sources of Energy,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1970, 38.

3 Lloyd Kahn’s commentary in “Your Engineered House,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1969, 22.

“ Lloyd Kahn’s commentary in “Your Engineered House,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1969, 22.



the site, space, and technical issues, worked towards one same purpose, which was to make a place to

live in.

3.5 Conclusion and Supplements
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The Catalog serves as a public realm, which was composed of objects and allowed the actions of
individual beings to be seen. Recommendations of books covered a wide range of fields and served for
self-education orientated by alternative lifestyles. Guidebooks extended knowledge education to the
involvement of the entire body and emphasized the connection between learning and making. Technical
products strengthened this connection by providing physical tools in people’s hands. The participation
of amateur builders throughout the whole life of architecture resulted in architecture in the communities
being more of a result of knowledge interactions, materials compositions, and human actions. The
existence of individual beings, practices of architecture in communes, and the network of knowledge
provided by editors kept interacting with each other through the Catalog. For better understanding, the
previous part of the thesis categorizes contents into linear sections. However, the Catalog’s approach to
architecture was much more complex. The following part will add some points as supplements to the

classification above.

The first thing to note is that, while the Catalog viewed architecture more as a spontaneous result of
actions, the traditional architectural logic of ‘how to make a form’ was still represented in specific

cases. These forms were given symbolic meanings in the community movements, where meaning,



form, and construction were inseparable. One famous example is the dome of Buckminster Fuller,
whose work was a significant inspiration for Brand and many communes. “To some people, the word
‘commune’ and the words ‘geodesic dome’ are so firmly associated that they cannot imagine one
without the other.”* The popularity of the dome led to a lot of relevant content being reviewed in the
Catalog. Besides book recommendations, the editor of the Shelter section, Lloyd Kahn, published his
own guidebooks on the dome, Domebook One in 1970 and Domebook Tivo in 1971, based on the
foundation of the Catalog. The content of the books covered everything from basic geometric
knowledge to various Dome experiments with different materials and details of construction like
sealing and openings. In the story of the dome, the material or technique used for construction, even
though still necessary, was no longer the core of the narrative. What mattered is the final form as a

Dome, and the value of unity and equality it represented.

Another important point is the back-and-forth between the different stages of architectural practice. Not
only the boundaries in-between them were not quite clear, but also the real practice did not always align
with this sequence. Guidebooks on construction techniques also provided inspiration for alternative
lifestyles, as the techniques always represented the cultures behind them. In the case of Owner
Built-Home, operational considerations were put as the initial stage to start construction before
structure. There were also other activities not directly involved in this process but still crucial to the
making of the environment, such as land survey, which is related to specific site conditions in

communities.

Finally, the Catalog underwent continuous refinement and adjustment throughout its publication years.
The first Catalog in 1968 introduced only a few specific building types and limited technologies, like
the dome and tipi, with little attention to other stages of architectural practice. However, later
publications included more varied and systematic content. The 1969 Spring publication first included
guidebooks related to specific materials. And in the 1971 Fall one, the editor added sections named
Water and Electricity for operation issues. The Last Whole Earth Catalog was no doubt the most
comprehensive one with the most information and the clearest classification. Each page was given a
unique subtitle for easier research. Within the Shelfer section, as previously noted, pages were mainly
named after materials, through which content spanning different stages of architectural practice was
organized in a cohesive manner. The systematic thinking of architecture as a series of actions was not
immediately apparent in the early years but developed over time through continuous supplement and
adjustment of contents, as well as constant interactions between the editors and feedback from readers’

real practices.

4 Kinkade, A Walden Two Experiment, 97.
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2 Earth is great in warm climates. but in any moderate or
cold climate it'll give you the rhewmatism by thanksgiving
time.

4. 1 built using an African technigue that lets you build
domes and vaults without formwork. Thus the whole
house, roof ad all, is dirt, and that's cheap (about §1/square
foot for materials). None of your references cover this

‘ - = 3 carpentry down a great deal in a milder climate. (By the way, if you're building
sort of thing. Two troubles remain, however: o . : stone walls around an existing building it would be most simple, for
a) It still breaks your back and takes forever. 72 uil it looks like all ime and we went ahead. In planning make sure you already have your forms. Accordingly if you plan to have studded

b) This type of construction shrinks and cracks a lot more §¥
than adobe or rammed carth-—a real problem.

Edward Allen
Wellesley, Massachusctts

For Stone Houses

| read the letter about rocks for building purposes [p 21 in the March
Catalog] . 1'm a geology major, and think | can help a little
First, he says the land is covered with volcanic rocks. These will fall
into three types

1. Dark, heavy, fine grained basalt

2. Glassy massive obsidian, various colors.

3. Light weight cellular pumice or scoria.
Of these three, the basalt is the best for building. 1t's tough, very hard,
and weathers slowly. The obsidian is essentially glass, and though
stronger than steel, it is easily broken. 11 is strong enough to build
with, but may be too non-porous and smooth to mortar together. 1t
also weathers siowly. The pumice and scoria is no good for uses re-
quiring standing weight, such as a wall. However, it will make an ex-
cellent insulator for hollow walls or sub floor fill
If the rocks are of many different types, you will have to examine each
type for three necessary characteristics

1. It should be hard and heavy

IIIlllI.IlllIIIIIIIIIIIII-IIIIIIIII
Stone Works

Stone walls & buildings. These are actually weaker than they look.
It was the wood frame houses that survived the Alaskan earthquake.
Cement got no give like wood & stonework is much slower than

your foundation extends deeper than the frost will. Here in Maine
frost heave is a prime consideration for a stone building could easily
be cracked to bits

Surround the foundation with rocks of any size & type up to grade
to allow for movement. Don’t pack dirt in there.

As for type of rocks to build with, granite is best. Save your really
square stones for corners. Stratified, slate, etc. (I don’t know the geo-
logical terms) are no good. These sedimentary types are porous and
the water they suck up will expand/contract and you're in trouble. If
You toss it down on the pile & it shatters there you are. But don’t
slam it cause anything would crack from that.

Use forms to get the straightest walls. Within these you can lay up
vertically faster than without, but time saved is lost putting the forms
together so the outside surface should be the consideration for forms.

Our walls are straight enough to sight down tho it's a personal aesthetic.

Even with forms, don’t just toss the rocks & mortar in. A strong
beautiful wall is laid up rock by rock. No other way. | worked with
a mason of 60 years to learn to lay fieldstone. Practice is the way.
Knowing which rock to choose from your pile. Like a puzzie with

no two parts the same. Choosing the wrong rock means that your
work comes down on your feet. (So don’t be barefoot! Also cement
contains lye that burns like brimstone. Wash the stuff off afore it eats
your very hide. After a few weeks you'll have to wear rubber work-
gloves as your hands will be most tender.) An old Maine stonemason
told me that “Even a round rock has a flat side if you can find 1t.”

After building a while you'll understand this. Lay up a rock for
strength always thinking of the rock that will rest atop it. Don’t be
cheap with the mud (cement) but learn what it won't do. Sometimes
arock will get a better bite on another when they’re dry & just have
cement around their edges. Like bricks only more tricky. If you de-

T WA N

We built a building 30x36x 11 with foundations 4 feet deep on a 1 ft.
poured concrete footing. Wall thickness was 1% ft. up to grade & a
foot above ground. Solid enough for Maine but you might scale this

interior walls go ahead & put up your studding & then cover the out-

side with plywood & build along that. The plywood could be removed

when the cement dries & shifted for use again.)

We used an old gas engine to run our mixer. Keep cement from the
motor & you'll be ok. Rocks are plentiful in Maine. For special rocks
try the seashore or a tombstone dealer for scrap. We got lots of col-
ored marble & granite for a six-pack of Shlitz. Some states forbid sel-
ling old tombstones but we got some fragments for the walls. Neigh-
bors consider any messing with tombstones goulish so turn the letter-
ing to the inside. You may have the sheriff’s grandmaw’s rock.

Lay your heaviest rocks around your feet, as lifting gets hard above
your chest. Favorite, sentimental, or mystical rocks stand out from
eyelevel to about eight feet up. Don’t bury that romantic special
thing at ankle level. We tried to get a piece of the moon for our wall
but NASA never came through. A few meteors might be astrologically
favorable for your project. Since our walls went up eleven feet we
laid from the flatbed of a 2-ton truck above 5 or 6 feet. This proved
to be an ideal mobile staging with room for two masons, mortar box
and a large rockpile.

When the walls are finished go back and point up around your rocks.
Pointing is a mason’s signature. Use pointing cement only in small
batches (a mixer full will dry out before you could use it) & a small
trowel. The styff is quick drying & sticks when you flip it in the
cracks.

Look around at good walis before you start. Observe or work with a
mason if possible. Don’t get discouraged. It takes a bit of laying to
make those rocks stay up there but you can do it if you can dig it.
Consult the / Ching on any major problem.

Mark Mendel

2. It should be fine grained.
3. It should not weather appreciably.
To check weathering, break the rock and match the fresh surface to the
old surface. Only aslightly faded appearance on the old surface is per-
missable. A different color on the outside as compared to the inside
is indicative of severe chemical weathering. Also check the hardness
of the weathered surface. If it is flaky or crumbly, it's no good
Also check the well rounded rocks in any stream beds which may
be on the property. These rocks are often the most resistant and hardest

Dixmont, Maine

cide 1o eyeball it (build without forms) stretch 2 strings down your
outside dimension & lean over & sight down. When you only see one
string that’s your limit. Careful that a rock doesn’t protrude & throw
your line off. 1t's easy to build it too wide.

Have a large pile of rocks to choose from. Tiny to fist size stones are
what you need 1o trig up the biggies that wobble. Little triangular
shapes are best. Build a wall that rests on rocks tho, not tiny trigs or
cement. The old timers here built walls without any kind of mortar (1)
but just skill in laying. Those walls are still solid 130 years later. So
LAY up your rocks, don’t glue them up.

QIgFFRT sp3FTFrIeaToes2ads

Roy. L. Porter | H
Virginia Beach, Virginia Progress right around your foundation a layer at a time so that when
. you come back to the starting point you'll be laying on dry or almost &

i dried wall. This isn't possible if you're using forms. This because you

fz3

have to build right up several feet & then move this whole rigdown the  Jf
line.

Figure 7. “For Stone House” & "Stone
Works," The Last Whole Earth Catalog,

i 1971. (Photo courtesy of Stewart Brand)
People in Stone Houses

Friends—

Me & old lady are gonna settle on some land east of Redding——
oHHi':)vwl‘v 44 rowards L-r\.d:mix!ﬂwhlmqn the two.
The land is literally covered with a volcanic rock—=1'm not sure
what kind, yet. Here's my quntionl——w-ll,_ here's my plans

first. 1°d like to build a rock house, if that kind of rock is at

all useable. NOW the questions——

of any good books on Rock identification & rock uu_lmon
:l?::rolow r!on't talk about rock use). Any on house building
with rock? Which government agencies might have pamphlets
& give advice to someone like me? And do you know of anyone
who does this kind of building who | could write to for advice
& inspiration?
Anything, now that we've blown our money on land, to cut down
the cost of building a home.

Peace—

Fred: Try library under Masonry. Lots of books, out of
print, so we can’t carry them.

Stewart: Stone Shelters, M/T Press.

Cappy: There are lots of books on the subject, but they're
all out of print, since building houses out of rock is some-
what passe. Government agencies [a very good idea]
Agriculture & Interior are your best bets; just write to
Dept. of Wash DC & it’ll probably get to the

right person.

Hi, Mimil

Do you know of any good books on rock identification and rock

use? Most minerology books don't talk about rock use. Know
you are very busy, and thanks if you can help. Fred

That isn’t an easy question to answer; we've been debating for
about a year which of two rock books to stock, as they are ti':e
only two in the field that are much good at all. One is Kcm,l_b s
Handbook of Rocks by Grout, published by Van Nostrand (if

it is still in print, | hope) and the other is Rocks and Rock-_
Forming Minerals by Pirsson-Knopf, a Wiley book (aqd_ again,
hopefully still in print!) These are primarily on identification——
| can't think of any book that deals with rock use per se.

Figure 6. “People in Stone House,” Whole
Earth Catalog: The World Game, Mar 1970.
(Photo courtesy of Stewart Brand)

Mimi




Light Transmission: Thin structural plastics can transmit a high
percentage of incident light, thus providing structure, enclosure,
and illumination——a combination unigue among structural
materials.

Sprayup

Figure 8. Diagram from “Plastics for Architects and Builders,” Whole
Earth Catalog, Spring 1970. (Photo courtesy of Stewart Brand)

Figure 9. Diagram from “Earth for Home,” Whole Earth
Catalog, Fall 1970. (Photo courtesy of Stewart Brand)



' FHA Pole House Construction

Pole type houses are easy to construct on steep hillsides,
they‘re inexpensive, aesthetically pleasing, and ecologically
sound (no need to bulldoze the landscape to construct a
level platform). The holes can be dug by hand. Roof goes
up first to keep your head dry while you build the floor
and walls. The pamphlet says you can use regular old
telephone poles. . .hmm. Bibliography too.

[Suggested and reviewed by

Kenny Rothstein]
Free

OUT OF PRINT

U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban Development
Federal Housing Administration
Washington, D.C. 20410

Figure 27

Figure 11. “FHA Pole House Construction,” The
Last Whole Earth Catalog, 1971. (Photo courtesy of
Stewart Brand)

Figure 10. Joann, David, and their infant at The Chapel. Bob
Fitch photography archive, Stanford University Libraries.



The Owner-Built Home
Kean Kern makes 8 unigue offer to anyone
THE

as well a5 2 copy of The Owner-Built Home, OWNER-BUILT
which is about the most useful book on HOME
building available.

For the design, send him a sketch of your
building site, slong with space requirements
and personal likes and dislikes, or you may
prefer to get the book first and read the first
chapter on “Site and Climate’ before sending
in the information.

The book is sound advice on the best low-cost
building techniques from around the world:
Africa, India, Israel: countries that cannot
afford U.S.-style waste, Much of it is not in
print elsewhere.

A 1" concrate floor with loading stresses of
450 Ibs per sq ft: houses built of earth, woven
bamboo and bottles, as well as of conventional
‘materials. How to hook up your plumbing in

a simple central core.

Good dope on concrete-proportions, additives
such as sawdust or emulsified asphalt for
‘comfort cushion” floor. Details on wood
framing, how stud well houses are overbuilt,
the strength of threaded nails.

There is much good dats on building with
rock and earth; how to make a sliding form
for rammed earth and a discussion of the
strength of rammed earth and soil cement.
Why don’t you hear anything these days about
sarth wall buildings?
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NoRTR = America require a 30 to 50 Ib. per square
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Figure 12. “The Own-Built Home,” The Last Whole Earth
Catalog, Fall 1969. (Photo courtesy of Stewart Brand)



4. A Story of a Communard

As discussed above, the involvement of communards and their interaction with the Whole Earth
Catalog were important factors in commune architectural practice. In order to provide a more concrete
illustration of how the Catalog was utilized in these practices, this chapter will introduce a fictional
character who lived in a commune during the early 1970s and tell her story of building her own home
with the Catalog in first-person narrative. This figure serves as a Pars Pro Toto, embodying the
experience of thousands of communards during that time, and helps to explain the self-empowerment

effect that the Catalog had on its readers.

1970 Spring

1 finally made up my mind to leave my mundane, meaningless city life and move to a commune with two
friends. Residents in the community welcomed us warmly, but they told us that currently, there were no
available rooms for us. If we planned to stay here for a long term, we had to build our own house. We
got excited about the idea of starting a new life by making our own home. After settling down in a small
cabin temporarily, we initiated our plan by searching for the type of building we wanted. An older
member recommended the Dome to us as soon as he heard about our plan. He showed us a book called
Domebook One and couldn t stop talking about how the dome is exactly for us commune residents. The
book was interesting to read with many cases in other communities, but we were worried about its
practicality in terms of waterproofing as well as space efficiency. As this would be our first time to

build, we didn 't want to take any risk to try such new things.

Then, another member led us to the library of the community, where he showed us some big block books
named Whole Earth Catalog. “We are all fans of this series.” That guy told us, “Stewart is a real
genius, you can find almost everything you need to construct a new house here, even being a newbie.
And you definitely will enjoy reading them.” The books did amaze us. We had never seen anything like
this before. Compared to normal magazines, reading them was more like walking in a shopping mall to

pick up goods.

Our expectation of life here was very simple, self-sufficient, and close to nature. While the possibilities
provided by new technologies like plastic were quite inspiring, we paid more attention to those
vernacular materials which came from the environment. One of my friends got fascinated with the
description of primitive stone shelters. However, we had no idea where to get so many stones. In the
end, we agreed that an earth home made of pressed blocks would be a good choice since the material

was “the cheapest and most abundant” and the blocks would be easy to produce with the machine.”

46 Charlie Tifford’s commentary in “Earth Homes,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1970, 27.



Furthermore, a house made out of soil sounded quite natural and sustainable! As no one'’s familiar with
this technique, we finally ordered the Handbook for Building Homes of Earth from the Catalog and
purchased a CINVA-RAM moulder recommended by it. In the meantime, we sketched our site and sent it

to Kern together with some thoughts about our earth home to ask for more technique suggestions.

1970 Summer-Fall

After receiving the book and feedback from Kern, we set to work on preparing materials. We realized
that we would need timber to make the framework for the house. When we tried to contact a carpentry
company and order tools from the Catalog, a fellow member of the commune stepped in, offering
instructions on wood craftsmanship and leftover materials from his own house construction. This was
definitely good news for us, as we were lacking in funds. With his guidance and our own hard work, we
learnt the skills pretty fast. Within a month, we were able to build the roof framework ourselves!

Although exhausted, we felt immensely satisfied and proud of ourselves.

After a short break, we moved on to constructing the rammed earth wall, following the guidebook we
ordered step by step. The first challenge was to get the right soil. We did research around our site and
tested the soil under the books instructions. Then, we stabilized the soil by mixing it with cement. Using
the CINVA-RAM moulder, we produced dozens of blocks and began to build based on our sketches and
Kern's feedback. The house would include three bedrooms, a toilet, and a small living room. The
Catalog also helped a lot when we looked for supplies of sundry materials to furnish the house, like
glass and waterproof membranes. We continued to order new materials from the Catalog throughout
the entire process of construction. However, I have to mention that the CINVA-RAM moulder was

absolutely not as easy to use as the Catalog said.

While working on the structure, we also kept technique considerations in mind. Energy was a problem
quite far away from us while living in the city, but now we had to take it seriously. By that time, the
community already had a lot of electricity generators, but the idea of renewable energy was quite
appealing to us. “There you are with your friends on your hill putting sun and wind through useful
changes that are not only apparent to you but an integral part of your living. """ What Rosenthal
described was exactly what we wanted. With the assistance of other communards, we installed solar
panels on the roof and wired our home according to the book Wiring Simplified. Since winter was
coming, we purchased a stove to ensure a comfortable indoor temperature. By the end of October, the
whole project was almost finished, and we began moving in while adding furniture for daily use. In

November, we hosted a party in our new home and invited other members of the commune. Living in a

47 Michael Rosenthal’s commentary in “New Sources of Energy,” in Whole Earth Catalog, Spring 1970, 38.



home built by ourselves was unimaginable for us while living in the city, but we really managed to do it

in just a few months! All thanks to our friends and the Catalog!

Later

In the following years, we did some maintenance work regularly for our home. It was amazing how
much I learnt from this process. When I arrived in the commune, I was some spoiled child who knew
nothing about where things came from or how things worked. I was a mere consumer relying on supply
chains for everything I needed. However, the experience of building our home let me realize that it was
not impossible to learn the skills and survive on our own, on nature. As one communard once described,
“All you have to do is start. And then the house does it. It grows. And you serve its growth.”* I learnt in
multiple ways, from others or from books. And the skills I learnt also helped me a lot in our following
years living in the community. I got so excited about my building experience that I wanted to share it
with more people, so [ wrote a letter to the Catalog about our story of making an earth home. In 1971, a
couple moved to the community and hoped to build their own home like ours, and we provided our
assistance to them. During the construction, The Last Whole Earth Catalog was published. It was an
even much more comprehensive one than its previous versions, which included more choices of how to
build a home. Even though I no longer needed it for construction, I still enjoyed reading it and

exploring the new information it provided.

And what was more important than the skills we learnt was a lifestyle, which was integrated into our
daily lives over the years. I had never lived so independently but simultaneously, so close to nature
before. Everything in our home was made by our own hands. I could still remember how we made it
when [ saw a brick or a wire. And my body also remembered every action, every sense of the materials.
The existence of myself was never so clear. While at the same time, I lived in a house made of earth,
using energy generated from sunshine, sheltered by a roof constructed of materials from others. I had
never so clearly realized that I live in a system like this. Everything was interconnected. The home

didn t exist by itself, every part of which was a result of interactions between myself and the world.

48 Feather, “Build Your House To Suit You,” Country Women, No 9, (January, 1974), 2-3, as cited by Castillo,
2018.



Figure 13. Construction of roof framework in Twin Oaks
Community, 1960s. (Photo courtesy of Ray Jesse Blatt)
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5. Conclusion

In the late 1960s, as the national wave of political movements in America throughout the decade began
to wane, the Whole Earth Catalog took over the expectations of making a change in the modern way of
life by promoting real actions in counterculture communes. Production in communes was characterized
by small-scale approaches based on a single person or a community, standing in contrast to the gigantic
industrial and consumerist system of the metropolis. Meanwhile, the Catalog inherited ecological ideas
from previous movements and emphasized the connection between people and the “Whole Earth,”
leading to a constant interaction between individuals and the network he was in. Just as Farber states,
architectural practice was “near the epicenter of their new ethos of self-production.”® Following the
scale debate of production, the self-build practice in communes, led by amateur builders, moved away
from traditional architectural expertise and engaged in various explorations with the support of the
Catalog. Instead of viewing self-build as a means to make architecture, the focus shifted from the
outcome to the process of making and empowerment of communards through it. Architecture practice,
in the narrative of the Catalog and commune, became an anthropological approach that centered on

people’s activities.

Overall, the Whole Earth Catalog provided an intriguing perspective on redefining architecture and its
relationship with people. The knowledge and ideas it promoted had profoundly influenced people’s way
of living, even after they went back to cities. However, it’s also necessary to acknowledge the
incompetence and learn from the failure of the commune architecture practice. One of the most
common criticisms was the dominance of individualism. Unlike their political predecessors, most
communards only cared about changing their own lives.*® The larger ideology of systematic thinking
was often overshadowed by individual pursuits of freedom in reality. This highlights the potential
danger of human-scale practices in effecting larger social change. After The Last Whole Earth Catalog,
Brand continued to publish the Whole Earth series sporadically until the 1990s, in which he also
reflected on the earlier individualist thinking in the Whole Earth Catalog and attached more importance

to ecological living.

The Catalog had left a rich legacy for sustainable architecture today including passive design and new
energy sources. However, its impact extended beyond ecology. The Catalog’s anthropological approach
to architecture, which blurred the line between design and non-design and brought it back to people’s
daily life, should also be highlighted. In the postmodern era where the grand narrative of knowledge has
been dismantled, the interaction among different disciplines has become more and more vital. Today,

the past way of formulating architecture with specific design languages can no longer work. The

4 Farber, "Self-Invention," 421.
%0 Farber, "Self-Invention," 442.



Catalog’s approach provides a framework for seeing architecture as an ongoing process, shaped by
interactions with other realms. It also questions the traditional relationship between designers, users,
and architecture by involving amateur builders, and provides a possibility of how these three could be
integrated through an insider, rather than outsider perspective throughout the practice. This shift in
perspective has the potential to bring the making of the living environment back to habitats, bridging

the gap between designers and users and enabling a more comprehensive architecture practice.
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