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Lightness of Building: 
Furnishing a Regenerative Architecture 

BROOK W. MULLER 
California Polytechnic State University San Luis Obispo 

-lustralid11 architect Richard Leplaqtrier hai  ~uggeited that the 
priman act of the architect is not to older. exp~ess. delineate. 
coordinate or elm deiig11. hut to furnish. 

fur.nisli. I ./. 1. to pro\ide or aupplj. often fol. h) I (  ith: to 
fi~rnzsh onr l t ~ t l ~  nrrded tzmi.. 2 .  to fit out. a house. room. etc. .. 
with necessaq app1ianc.e~. esp. furniture (3). 

Bl furniihirig or fitting out the architect is practical and 
responii\ e. c110oseq 11 hat iq riecebaaq. eschel* s originalitj for its 
ou n sale. and allo\\s innor ation to emerge from an unselft un- 
sciou. nleditation on the problem at hand. Creatiritj requires 
not so much inr ention as receptixitj to nha t  is alreadj 
pro~ided.  A9 theorist L h i d  Leatherbarrou has stated Cncom- 
mon Ground: -'W ithin its own economj design need not pro1 ide 
the Irlearli of this accomplishment (creati~it!). nor does it need 
to prolide difiercnc es \tithin its ovn resources: thej  are the gift 
of the projec t'i milieu. R hen deiign striles for difrlerence the 
result is affectation (A).'' R hen the architect has finished a uorh 
it should take 011 a passix e presence. deiigned so as not to seem 
designed\ in our e~ e r ~  d a ~  c ognitior~. 1 s  ~t ith furnishinp that 
"dibappear . . . ~ l l e r l  most xitall1 present. insofar as the j  are 
tahen up or absorbed into the human bodj's xarious projects."' 
the gift of architecture comes to light paradoxicall! n h e n  it slips 
bacltstage. into the reces.es of the uncoriscious of dail! ritual 

( 5 ) .  

The milieu to nhich Leatherbariov refera - the e m  irons of a 
particular building project - ha* room-like qualitieb. and an! 
( onfiguration of introduced (built) elements uill participate in 
this context. Before \tr i ~ ~ t e r ~ e n e .  our firit task should Ire to 
olrsen r and identif! the size. c ornplexit~. orientation. materiali- 
t). ( olor. structure. plurnlring and qualit! oi light of thii room. 
Thew qualitieq hale a profound ahilitj to condition - shelter, 
>creen. brighten and emelop - the to-lw-designed suhspaces 
that nil1 lihelj s ene  a. the nexus of llurrlar~ a c t i ~  it). The earth. 
trees and slc~ of thii larger room are not ordj analogous to the 

floor. ~ a l l i  and ceiling of a huildirig, hut ma! aiiunie thew 
primaq arc llitei.tura1 roleb. 

In adhering to Leplastrier's understanding of our "fundamental 
taA". HOR uould we go about furnishing this larger room? 
What might our initial nloxes be? To Iregirl, u r  might assign 
characteri.tics to arthitectural elements that u e  tjpicall! 
attribute to contemporarj furnichinga. qualities such as 
lightness. unpretentiousneis. clurahilit\. and el en portabilitj 
dr~d replacenhilit\. l e t  where traditional furnishingi iuch a< 
tables and stools relate primaril! to immediate bodil! opera- 
tions and arrarigements. furnishing-like building elenlents 
might relate oursel\es to larger physical constructs. Compo- 
nents such as T ~ ~ I ~ U M  and ba\ assenlblies. a\+mings and ihade 
eieme~its. uallb. partitions and screeni might be configured and 
modified to allo\+ semiti\ e. comfort-pro\ idir~g adjustnlerlt in an 
elepantlj purposeiul ~ a ! .  These c ould sen  e af the interfac e 
betueen sheltered and preexisting space. \there desirat~le 
en1 iromnental pheno~nena - cooling suIrlrner breezes. winter 
sun. etc. - are adniitted vhile undesirable phenonlena - rain 
and hail and direct summer sun - are preTerited from entering 
inside. These built furnishings ma! express degrees of percep- 
ti1 it! c omlnensurate uith the subtle e m  ironmental forces that 
are the impetus of our making. 

The recognition that the room exist* and that it prolides some 
measure of conlfort liberates the architect at the outset of the 
building in1 eitigation to '-pull apart" a building program and 
question the degree and manner of space conditioning and 
clinlatr c ontrol needed in a r r i ~  lng at acceptable l e ~  el> of 
comfort. For student g r o u p  worlting on a gallen, project in 
Bundan~~on .  Nen South R ales. in the first Glerrn Rlurcutt 
llastel (,la+ in Iu l j  2001. the lie\\ of the role of the architect 
ail1 orated l n  co-tutor Leplastrier encouraged a critical reexam- 
nation of the program. In a '"friendlp" climate such as that of 
the coastal ranges of southeast lustrdlid. do spaces such as 
hallnaj s. reitroomb. the cafe and storage needed the same lex el 
of rn\ironmental control and separation as the galleriei! 
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hot far fronr thc pller! site ( a r i~ i~xed  to the n i t ~ a t l o ~  rocm) and 
far ing the Slloalhax e n  Rix er sits the Ri\ erdale Edut ational 
Retreat Center. designed 111 Leplastricr'i hiend and long time 
colleague Glenn llurcutt h i t h  Reg LarlL and 3 end! Le\tin. 
1999). The experience of >la! irig at Rix ersdale ha. 1)een liberied 
to a camping. and the prtjec t maj  he understood as an  
assemblage of wnsitil el? sitilated furndiings (0). There ib no 
heating \)stern. the 'hallx+a~' hetneen thr ileepirig quartrri and 
tlie main meeting space is a I 01 ered xerand~h. open at it- iides. 

L .  

and operable elt,ments throughout enable generous connec- 
tions to be made het\zeeri interior and nrterior space. Cahali- 
i ~ e d  steel fins project b e ~ o n d  the huiltliny'i \lest facade. 
proxiding afternoon shade. These fins alw house sliding doors 
that tan  di\ide a four-pelson room in half. Fithin each 
>leeping space. an alcoxe pair6 a bed \+it11 a \+iritlo\+ asemhl) 
that co11ii.t- of a bed-lengtli lo\\ fixed light (at 1 . d  height) \+it11 
hinged xcooden shutters ahoxe. When the shutters are open. 
one has unoLitructed accwi to I~reezei, light and xiex++ of the 
Rix er. % itllirl these shutter- are srnaller frarned screens that t a n  
be opened to a l l o ~  natural \entilation and protection from 
insect< \\lien the shutteri ale closed. Thii iiniple constellatiori 
rnables countless adjustrnerit- in response to ambient condi- 
tiorii and inhdbitdnt actixit~. Rix ersdalr is not a i t e a d ~  qtate 
erixironmcnt. hut a plate in ilux. where trmperature gradients 
exiit. Betause ~ o u  are erlcouraped to nia~~ipulatr  baiic arthitec- 
tu rd  elernenis in olnious \tajs to affect micloc'limate. the 
building e m  ourages ph, 4 c  alitx or an a\\ aerie+ of one's 
p l i~i ica l  prewnce in relation to this higkilj particular and 
t onstantlx c hdngilig enr irorinrcLrlt. 

li \+ith so niari! of Ilurwtt's project&. \isual expresiiori 
deperids on the subtle m~~i ipula t ion and thoughtful arid 
restrained detailing of the profile oi the -Itin. Riler5dale ta les  
on a lliesian t larit,. ) et ?lulrutt aclulo\+ledges and act ornrno- 
date< a great xariet~ of local enrironrnental factors as d basic 
design netessitj. This tould he understood as a form of 
distillation - of multiple responses into one coherent arid 

multifaceted a r ra r ipne r~ t  - x erbus a reductii is111 that Vie+' 
Farnsx\orth Houw might wpm to represent. 

A GRADIENT OF OPPOKT1iNITY 

Richard Leplastrier's o\+n paxilion-like one-room house in 
Loxett Ba!. near Church Point arid north of S!driej. expreises 
perhaps to the fullest the notion of d~euirig-arnong-furnisl~i~lg 
in a larger room of great delinition. of '-an adjustable house that 
t an  be attuned to climatic cirtunlstar~ces like a ~ac'llt adjusting 
to changes in the wind ( Y ) . "  The lone. si~nple roof. extending 
beyond \+all plane< to shade interior spate during the hot 
summer month<. i b  offset I)! platforms of x a i ~ i n g  leiplb that 
define distinct *ettings yet prewrx e spatial c ontinuit!. The  
slight elexation I h a n p  - a ~ t e p  - that iq the juncture of the  
main paxilion and the surrounding deck i,i at once a seat. a 
frame and a demarcation: a sectional jog that promises 
opportunities tor repose and interaction. rex ealing or~heqtrated 
fra~ries of r i m  of the Ha\+lsesburj River and lajers of -'bush" 
cloaked hilli. Light and flexible s c r e e n -  basit Jet  refined 
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Leplaitrier'i I~ou-e ~exeal ,  the influence ol Jorn ITtzon. \\it11 
~11o1n he vorlwd (111 tht, S~dr~cby Opera Houie in tlw l W l * * ~  a< 
1trl1 t11t~ trdditiondl arcllitw ture of J apm.  \\lierv 1 1 ~  Iilrd arrd 
~\orl,cd lor t ~ o  and orrtb hall ~ r a ~ a .  1 tze711 and Lepla-trier *lidre 
~ I I  ent11u.iasrlr 1 0 1  the "lightncis". rnodularit\ and craft oi the 
tladitiondl Japarlc..e Ilouw. vllrre reiourc etulrrea* and restraint 
are compatil~le \\ith riellrle+ of effect and soplli*ticatrd 
pwforrnanc r. u11er~ \\it11 great p r~c i i i on  a m i ~ ~ i ~ r ~ u ~ n  nurnlwr of 
~ i ~ i n i ~ n i ~ e d  e le~i lent~  are thoughtfull! brought into ~ e l a t i o ~ ~ i h i p  
\\ith cure another. To quote lltzon. "the floor . . . is a delicate 
bridge-lihe l ~ l a t l ~ ) r ~ ~ ~ .  Thii  Japanese platform is lil\e a taldrtop. 
It i i  a piece of lurniture . . . here jou l m e  the feeling sirnilar to 
the one !ou ha\c ~ l l e n  st~rlcling on d s~nall  uoc)dc~r Iwidge. 
dimrniioned ju-t to take !our \\eight and nothing more (8):- 
Set nirnbl~ on this platform are lertical space defining and 
corlditioriirig ele~ner~ts such aa firsunm and sholi partitio~li. 
Occupa~~t*  replat e these seawnall! in lesponse to t llanging 
arnhient cwr~ditions. ui th lattit e-clad partition* r rnp lo~rd  in 
iurnrner to r~ro~note  xentilation and thicl, rice paper clad 
partitions in minter to trap heat yet a d n ~ i t  light. These sireens 
are mo~eab le  and ren~oxable 1ND ahsolutel~ lital to the 

Inside In burl F'rotectetl from uind 

Inaitlr In shade Protected tram \t ind 

Out~idt. In shade Protected from wind 

Outside In sun Protected from vind 

Out-ide 111 i l d e  Access to breeze 

Outside 111 sun icce is  to breeze 

fu~~cticm and rxpreqsion of the architecture. 

Leplastrier's architecture relate- not only to Japanese dornestic 
architecture. but to the sacred buildings of Japan as wtbll. 
yecificall! in the Ma! opportunities for renenal and regenera- 
tion are anticipated in design and cwnstruction. 1 5  Frarnptor~ 
has remarked. "due to the relatixe perishal~ility of untreated 
\\ ood. Japanese honorific structures T\ ere ex e r p  here subjecxt to 
c\clical rebuilding. the most famous instance heing the 
rnor~unle~ltal haiku and M i u  precincts at Ice that . . . are 
rebuilt in their entirety elen, twenty years (C))." There ii 
h d a r l Y  with Leplastrier'a work the recognition of impernla- 
nence and both literal and s ~ ~ n b o l i c  potential for rebuilding. as 
"all connectioni are screwed. bolted or ernplo~ other rernm able 

A .  

fittings. with a ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ i r n u n l  of glued joints and no nails. so that his 
buildings can he dismantled and the parts sahaged \\it11 no 
wastage (lo).'^ 

INHERITANCE AND CONCILIATION 

111~ accurate comideration of Leplastrier and Ilurcutt's efforts 
to realize a "4tuated" architecture- that \\hit11 ii "simple. 
dire( t and ohious" - must finall! reference the regional 
culture and huilding traditions out of nhich their work ha. 
emerged (11). a h e n  colonists migrated from the coast of 
h t r a l i a  to the great arid interior in the late Tineteenth 
(:rntur!. the! found land in abundance. but laclied capital. 
lahor and locall! alailahle resource* \+-it11 xhic'h to huild. The 
station architecture that e ~ o l ~ e c l  - ~ \ i t h  its uood frame. sheet 
metal siding and ubiquitous erandah - u as r~eceisari l~ pro1 i- 
sional and rnini~nal. as rnuch of mhat \\as needed to build had 
to he transported last  distances on wagons and the baclis of 

Figs. .3 6- 3. Richard Leplustrier's House. Lovett  &I?. Jeri, South K a l e s .  mules. 
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Ex idrnce of this tec tc~nit all! light arc l11tc.c ture tail 11t. wcrl in 
the ~ o r l i  111 Lrplasttirr and Rlurc utl totla\. wit11 an nnportant 
difft.terlc r r r p ~ e w r l t i n ~  a 111a11gv ill attitudr about t l ~ r  Auitra- 
l im  Iandsc ape. Tllv fir-t ~ ~ u r c ~ d u . t r ~ ~ l i a ~ ~  wttlcxx nlrt l l ~ r  I)uill 
and l ) a rc l~ r J  driert ~ i i t k i  l)~.~+ilderinc.r~t arid hoit i l i t~.  tlitm a 
I ~ r ~ n l d g i r ~ p  n'pta11 e of thi i  e\trc rile and unpr~~dit  table 
e ~ l \ i r ~ n n i e ~ l t  \\lien th r j  l ~ a d  hlou:llt thi. landic ape "under 
( 011tro1." Their art 1iitec.turr tlirris i~ivdrd: 0111) the narrov 
~ e r a n d a h  - the light-lilled addition to the house and the 
sheltered rxterrbion oj the 5drd - ~ekiioultdgei  J (la!-to-da! 
c.xiitencr \pc.rlt aa niuch out of doors a\ in. 0111> in retrnt timei 
(lo \ \r  i e r  a ( ontrn~platix e apprec iatiorl oi this ec o lop and an 
a( c o m p a n ~ i r ~ g  reasie.smrnt of and reipect for al~o~iginal  
wt ie t j  that ha i  flouri-hrd in thi. difficult land for tens of 
tliousandi of j ear-. hlurc utt and Lrpal4e1 can he said to 
repreient an approac 11 tc) architecture thdt beelii to tranbition 
from a pioneer to a 1 om iliator) building 1 ulture. to src.  full^, in 
the landicape tlie room to operate. The ground that slirrour~ds 
no longer tllreateri. hut rather signifies thc figure: the figural 
furni~hingi in turn elel ate out u n d r i s t ~ ~ ~ d i n g  of the uniquenes~ 
of \+hat lies "ju-t I)e!or~d."" 

LIGHTNESS OF BLNILDING 

Iq la i t r i e r  arid Rlurcutt's architec ture i i  original and extrdordi- 
rlar!. ~ e t  ciriurnstancei i11 Australia that h a ~ e  influenced thrir 
thinliirrg parallel in man! ua! s det elopnlenti in North 1meric.a. 
In ad1 ocating a rrgencrati~ e arid cituated art~liitec~ture \+llert~ \\ e 
l i ~  e. i t  would thrrrlore re( (11n111end itielf to c trniider their \\ark 
and its relexarice in light of our o\+n inheritance. Their attitudei 
and strategieq ma! a h  assiit us in enrisioning p s i t i l e  
outcome5 of larger trertda in contemporar, building practic~.. 

1s uith 4ustralian +ettleri ~ h o  rno~ed  inland, man) ~ l i o  
migrated to the bmerican est in the late hineteenth Centun 
encountered a nr\+ and unpredictable enlironment. lacliirig 
resources such as wr)od and uater that the! \\ere accustomed to. 
In reading description< of initial encouriters r+ith this landscape. 
one sense5 an '~unsettling"" of the mirltl. an unmooring from 
traditional ties. ex en a liberation aswciated with le\ it,. In R illa 
Lather's 117 Antonrn. the narrator relates such serisations upon 
arriling in the high plaini of hebraslia; 

"The light and air ahout mr  told me that the aor ld  ended 
here: onlj the ground and sun and slt! Mere left. and if one 
uent a little further there vould o n l ~  he bun and sk!. and 
one vould float off into the111 like the ta~\n:, hawks ~ h i c h  
sailed oler our liead. malting slov shadous in the  grab> 
(12):- 

a alter Prescott % ebb in his 193 1 clasbic Thr Great Plains 
d e ~ r i h e ~  innox ations siicll ai  \ \ i~ ldn~ i lL  and harbed wire that 
111ade possible the settling of this land. In quoting John R esle\ 
Pox+ ell. he alludeq to cliange~ in build~ng: -'industrial c ix iliza- 
tion in Zmerica began \\ith the huilding 01 the log cabins . . . 
and steadil! . . . the log cabin zone nimrd ~ e c t ~ a r d  until it 
reached the border of the Great Plains. uhit h it ne le r  croised 
(13)."' 1 7  ~ i t h  th r  great interior of luitralia. traditional building 
materials 111 the central and I\ ester11 ITS \+ ere ac arce and had to 
be +hipped long distanc e i  from points north and east. The  light 
and flexible stick frame corlstruc tion that emerged at this time 
facilitated a conlbinatiorl of mohilit\ and i ~ u i t l ~ r ~ e c ~  of ronstruc3- 
tion that made mass migration possible. Look at an! photo- 
graph of rudiments? settle~nent in the uest in the late 
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F y  7 & 19 Pra~rie lnndrrape. P~pepestonp \at~onul lfonumrnt. Il~nnrcota. 
Barn Carrczo Plozrz Zntlonnl llonumrnt. LSan Luzc Ohspo Lourat\, CAI. 

+el, ~ ~ ~ I ~ I I I I +  in 0111 p h ~ y i ~ d l  mxiron~nent ~e -(.OI~.UIIIV* J I I ~  

1r1~dtv ~ a i t r .  l e t  if \\c art. going to tontir~ue to i1.e light 

opportu~~it\  foi ~ene\\al .  huc h XI arcllitrcture, dclino~\ledging 
i r n p t ~ r r ~ ~ a ~ ~ e n (  e and alluding to the hre\ it1 of in&\ idual 
existeuce. \\ill hell) d u a t e  11. by a reassurance of t h r  greater 
iipnificani e of collrc ti\ e endurance. 

Of conccr~i ia not onh the potential for regeneration in 
conitruc~tion. but, a> thii paper has attempted to shov. the 
reipon&er~es> of our hil t l ing systenl. to particularities of 
climate. topographF and landscape. Ultimately our efforts to 
cc~mprehrnil uith care and <ensitkit\ the nature of the larger 
rilOlnh \\here n r  vorh. and our abilitj to outfit these room* wit11 
nirnhle. miriirnal and flexible turnishingq. uill lighten the 
burden on arid impact of architecture. HOM architects situate 
the .'light" and manufactured products I\ e choose mill re\ eal 
the aesthetic potential of our human eco loa .  As D a ~ i d  
Leatherbarrov has uritten. " l o  technical object nor set of pre- 
r n d e  component* -helongs' to a particular site. Nor do 
buildings that incorporate them .arise' from specific. locations. 
Congeniality hetneen modern elements and a site \\here it 
exists must be recuperated through design and construction 
(15)." Thii recuperation requires the thoughtful and pro.iision- 
a1 furnishing of that ~ h i c h  existed long before us and that \\ill 
remain long after our ~ o r k  is done. 'G e l e a ~ e  behind the 
posibilitj of continual rrnlalting. arid enduring ideas and ideals 
for hou to build and li\e. 

nineteenth centuq and jou \\ill in all lilielihood see a 
provisional architecture of ~ o o d .  tin. canlas and glass. 

KOTES 

From this time to the present. n e  see a continued progression in 
North 4merican building culture towards tectonic lightness - a 
lightness of construction that i- our inheritance. If delelop- 
ments in uood building are re1 ealing - an el olution from the 
log cabin to sticl~ framing to the engineered truss. material 
efficiencj. ease of transportation, speed of erection and minimal 
capital outla, are intreasingl~ ~ a l u e d  characteristics of our 
building .?stem<. Endurance is a diminishing priorit\. That a 
tontemporaq builder can fit all needed tool3 in the back of a 
p i d - u p  truck re\ rali h o ~  h igh l~  flexihlr the i~hiquitous TFpe 1- 
c onbtruction is. 1 et despite thii tremendous norliabilit~. light 
frame ionbtruction ha. not 4 o u n  itielf to be nearly .o efficient 
or clean nhen it comes to accornmodating change - retrofits. 
remodels and other alteration\ -that are 11ighlj nlolrile wciet, 
dernarids \\it11 greater frequenc~. % r continue to design and 
detail buildings if the, Mere made of hean  and durable 
materials. lail tc~ recognize the impermanence of our as-em- 
blies. and pa, little heed to what \\ill 1)ecome of building 

' kchi tec ts  R~chard Lrplaatrirr and P r t r r  Stutchhl~r! assisted Glenn Rlurcntt in 
thi. two-wcek 2iKlI Glenn \lurcutt blaster Class. organized b! the  I.ni\ersit! 
ol lUeum;tlr. Nru h ~ t h  Kales. Stllilents iinclndirlg t h r  author)  aprnt thr  
firat week of the vour3e at Rlurcutis RiLersdale Educational Retrrat  Center in 
Kur~darmor~. N r u  South Rale*. \\bile working or1 the design of an  art gallzr! 
at thc meadou ilte a iev hundred feet from Riversdale. .2 n u ~ n h e r  ol &\s 
were spent sketching m d  discussing the site with the  tutors prior to designing. 
Tht. propert!. formrrl! thr home of Australian painter Arthur h ! d .  \\as gi\cn 
in trust to t h ~  proplr ot' hatralia.  T h e  proposrd ga l l rn  will house Bo!~i'.; 

' Glenn Murcntt ma& refrrencc to the metaphor ol' Ribersdalc ar a I amllsitr in 
de~cr ib ing  to Rlastrr Class participants t h r  intentions of the  design tcarn. 

R o n  ipcncc. '.Hc~chtcvwd Senwa." The Arch~rectural Rec leu ( I p r~ l .  1998): 
TO 
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