
18 / S T A R T O F C O N S T R U C T I O N

We started construction in October just is so. But I want to insist that the existence
of this limited and partial knowledge, not full1990.

The idea of the house, as far as we knew it knowledge, at any given stage of the unfolding,
is of the essence of the unfolding process. In a trueat this stage, was encompassed by the model

shown on this page. In these days of working unfolding process, you know certain things at
different stages, but what you know about whatdrawings, it seems peculiar to say that what we

knew, at that moment, was what is visible in this is going to happen more than a few steps ahead,
is always rather limited. That is the essence ofrough model and little more. But that is the

truth. We understood the broad configuration, unfolding.
And that is necessary in order to allow theand we understood, at this early stage, approxi-

mately how we were going to make it. Not much unfolding process to occur. Rough as it is, this
model showed us what we truly knew at thismore. That is the honest truth.

Uncomfortable as it may be to admit it, in stage, together with a few construction details.
Everything else was still unknown, and had yetthis age of hundreds of detailed working draw-

ings for a comparatively simple building, that to be unfolded.

COLOR

Rough model of final conception, as we imagined it before we started to build
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19 / T H E R E T A I N I NG WAL L

The most immediate problem we had to build it without massive formwork, and in such
a way as to build a $, retaining-wall sys-solve was the construction of the re-

taining wall to hold up the major hill be- tem for about $,. The problem was that if
we excavated the hill, it would need massivehind the house.

In this building, the cost plan for the re- shoring to hold it up while the retaining wall
was being formed and poured. This was aggra-tainingwall and foundationwas enormous: a sub-

contract of $,. We had already spent a lot vated by the prospects of rain, a wet hillside, and
the weight of the existing house directly above,of time getting ready for this subcontract to start,

once again from the point of view of cost. Most which might cause a cave-in.
With Stanley, our foundation subcontractor,bids for the work had been very high, on the order

of $,. In our cost plan, we had allocated we worked out an ingenious method which in-
volved drilling long deep piers, reinforcing them,some$,, and not a pennymore.To conform

with the cost plan, we now began a search for a pouring them, excavating around them, and then
filling in between with a poured retaining wall.flexible method of doing the huge retaining and

foundation job within the $, budget. The piers were big enough and close enough
together to hold the hillside temporarily whileWhile this work was getting prepared, we

were making final changes in the way the piers the final wall was formed and placed between
them. The photograph shows this technique,would be drilled, to keep within the budget.

There was a huge technical problem: the back when the piers were half built and being
excavated.of the retaining wall. How were we going to

The piers exposed after drilling and pouring, and ready for forming the foundation and retaining wall between the piers
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20 / M ANAGEMENT AGR E EMENT THA T F E E L I NG MU S T
GU I D E E V EN THE MO S T T E CHN I C A L A S P E C T S

O F CON S T R U C T I ON

The need for flexible decision-making in kitchen and living room weren’t good, the house
would be a failure. We thereforehad tomake surethe sequence of critical construction op-

erations forced a highly flexible ap- that Stanley, the foundation subcontractor, was
coordinated with our schedule. I wanted to haveproach to construction management.

I had a talk with James Maguire who was at least ten days of decision time set aside after he
made his cut into the slope, so thatwe could standthen running the construction for CES. He told

me about some problems he saw coming, includ- on the real land, before he started drilling. Why?
Because when he began to drill his front line ofing the position of underslab plumbing, the

framing contract, setting the foundation boards, piers, that would essentially fix the front struc-
tural wall of the house.and a few others. In the course of discussion, I

reminded him that hemust be as relaxed as possi- If it was going to be necessary to make any
changes in the shape or size of the two mainble about the small details, which could always

be solved one way or another— but that the big rooms, that was the last time we would be able
to do it, since it might turn out that we wouldquestions about the building, especially the most

important open questions about coming major have to modify the front line of drilling, or the
front foundation form, to give the two maincenters, must be kept open and flexible, with our

minds constantly on them. rooms a more beautiful shape.
This is a perfect example of how, within theFor example, the plan of the kitchen wasn’t

right yet. We didn’t know if the room was OK fundamental process, feeling must enter even
into major technical decisions.or not. It had a strange shape on the drawing. If

21 / S E T T I NG THE MA I N -F L OO R L E V E L

The final position of the main-floor ence which it created. To grasp it more fully, this
‘‘right floor height’’ that was finally chosen maylevel came from a process done standing

on the site. also be understood as creation of a living center.
It was the dimension which made the space be-On October , , we set levels for the

benching process. Walking on the site, standing tween the terrace and the main-floor positive
and comfortable. If you imagine the terrace ason buckets, planks, judging the right height for

different parts of the floor. After trying different several steps below the floor there was, floating
above the terrace, a slab of space, the same sizedimensions the main-floor height was judged to

be best at  inches above terrace height, instead and plan as the terrace and— depending on the
decision that was to be made— either  inchesof the  inches shown on the drawings.

This judgment was based, in part, on a or  inches thick. This slab of space hovering
above the terrace, and connecting it to the mainstraightforward combination of comfort and

psychology. It simply felt most satisfactory. But floor, had the potential to become a center, and
was judged to be best, most life-supportingthis explanation does not fully explain the coher-


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within the project as a whole, when the offset You see how even this very simple deci-
sion— like nearly every other in the process—was  inches. At that dimension, the whole con-

figuration created the most positive space and was based on experiment. It was the choice of
that dimension which created the most profoundgood shape. This could be assessed by the

methods described in Book , chapters  and , sense of life, well-being, wholeness in us, the ob-
servers— and was experienced by all of us,according to the feeling of wholesomeness which

it created in us, the observers. jointly, in that way.

22 / E X C A V A T I ON

A minor crisis. We had to keep the foun- tion was going on, so that we could check details
of wall positions. Now he hadmade this impossi-dation subcontractor’s methods consis-

tent with the process of unfolding, not ble because the site was so deeply cut up that no
one could walk about: there were - and -footwith his usual mode.

I went up to the site and found that Stanley, drops, and we couldn’t even stand on any one
level bit of ground to imagine floor levels andour foundation subcontractor, had dug far too

much away from the back of rooms, in order to so feel the reality of kitchen, front entrance
room, and living room.prepare forpouring the retainingwall foundation.

He had— before he started— been specifically It was a difficult situation. Several days of
phone calls; some upset. Finally, I was able totold not to do this, but did it anyway because he

had aconvenient piece of equipment up there, and persuade the contractor that his crew had vio-
lated our agreement. They built plywood plat-wanted to use it as much as possible.

I insisted that he hadn’t had the right, and forms for us, very cheap temporary ones, over
the areas they had cut in error. This accom-that according to our contract it had been agreed

that we would look at the ground-floor plan of plished, we were in a position to start the fine-
tuning of the ground-floor plan.the house (and perhaps modify it) while excava-

23 / F I N E -T UN I NG THE P L AN A S WE F I X E D FO RM S
F O R TH E FOUNDA T I ON WAL L S

November 9. A number of major decisions place didn’t jut into the room; it was comfortable
for the sitting area, and nice to look at from thewere now made just before foundation

forms were set and built. doorway. We also moved it six inches to the
north so it fit nicely between two of the massiveKitchen fireplace position. The kitchen fire-

place position (as drawn) was terrible. It could piers in the retaining wall.
Kitchen porch. As it turned out, the porch onnot be built where it was shown on the drawing

since, as now became clear, it would ruin both the south face of the kitchen (on the real site) was
narrower than we thought by about nine inches.halves of the room and split them. It had to be

moved back. We moved it back  inches. From I felt it was too narrow now to be pleasant. We
had the option of extending the retaining wallthis, an entirely different feeling. Now the fire-


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out to make the porch, or to abandon the porch Living room bow.Quite a surprise. The bow
of the window was bigger than on the drawing.altogether and make it a pathway. It wasn’t a nat-

ural place to sit anyway, as it turned out. I de- Don’t know why. It was very splendid. Was go-
ing to get lots of light. Moved the center of grav-cided to give up this porch altogether.

Workroom floor level. The offset from the ity of the room toward the south where this
splendid bow was. Left as is, though surprising.workroom level to the main floor was  inches as

cut. We made the workroom nine inches lower, Serendipity.
Living room door. We moved the door of theand dealt with drainage problem and water-

proofing problem at the French window. living room back from the house front door, to
make a more generous and sensible center in theSpare room at the end. The spare room was a

beautiful place. I was sure Stephanie would end living room, on the right as you go in. Now the
main fireplace to the left as you walked in (asup using it for herself. Very nice, nestled down

low in the site. To keep this nestled feeling, we shown on the drawing, on the back wall) seemed
silly. Too squashed. It was impossible, by theleft its level as it was cut.

Stair coming down to the workroom. This in- look of it, to get significant light in above the re-
taining wall. We proposed moving fireplace toterior stair needed to be further back, away from

the workroom, to create psychological space. We the long wall of the living room.
Main fireplace position. I asked Randy if itstarted down by the bathroom door, and put

winders in the stair to make that possible. would cause chaos if we moved the chimney

We started to understand the position of the fireplace in the kitchen, and began making adjustments in its position.
It was a situation where a foot in one direction or the other radically changed the feeling of connection between

the kitchen and the big bay window eating area; and this fireplace was itself hampered in position
by the back wall of the house, which was a major retaining wall that had to be built at the very start.

Because the fireplace needed its own foundation, this position was critical very early on and had to be decided.


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away from its position on the back wall, as far as in the entrance room. It didn’t help, somehow
made the room seem funny inside. By movingthe upstairs was concerned. No, he said, it was

just taking up valuable space now. So we did it. doors, the line-up between living room door and
kitchen door was no longer quite as nice. So weLine of doors. Tried moving the door from

entrance room to living room even further back didn’t change it.

24 / T H E L I L Y T I L E S

There was a breathing space during the of these tiles were of a small black octagon, with
a yellow, red, and lilac star on it. I sized it againstnext few weeks. During this time, the

building as it had developed so far now be- a bit of real concrete, and then made a tile sam-
ple. It seemed rather crude. Then I started won-gan allowing me to generate the charac-

ter of certain ornaments. dering if the form of the insert should be tall and
delicate, not squat and hard like an octagon.While the work on the floorplan changes

was going on, I started to think about other de- When I had first seen the site, there had been
several tall pink lilies growing there. They sug-tails that would affect the house. I had been en-

joying the idea of making small tiles to put in the gested lilies as ornaments which might decorate
the lower part of the foundation: I started tofront foundation wall. The first sketches I made

COLOR

Early experiments with an octagonal tile and a lily tile, to see which one fit better
into the landscape and into the wholeness of the site
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