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Buckminster Fuller and the fruit of his imagination meld into one on the cover of Time magazine, January 10, 1964.
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Inventor? Architect? Engineer? Philosopher? Dreamer? Genius?

All or none of the above?

by Amy C. Edmondson

or the past sixty years people

have struggled to categorize

Buckminster Fuller. A college

dropout, recipient of twenty-
eight US. patents and forty-seven hon-
orary degrees, author of more than two
dozen books, and lecturer at more than
five hundred colleges and universities,
Fuller was always highly visible. But he
defied classification.

The inventor of the geodesic dome
—a structure light enough to be lifted
by a helicopter yet strong enough to
withstand hurricanes—achieved his
eventual acclaim by never breaking a
bargain he made with himself in 1927
as he teetered at the edge of suicide. A
series of business failures, compound-
ed with lingering grief over the death of
his daughter five years earlier, had
made Fuller increasingly despondent.
Then he was fired from his job as
president of a construction company
he had founded with his father-in-law,
and a second daughter was born. Over-
whelmed by a sense of failure, he felt
he must get himself out of the way,
ensuring that relatives would take care
of his wife and their baby.

He went to Lake Michigan, intending
to swim out to his death. Then he was
struck by what he called a vision, in
which he saw that he didn't have the
right to do away with himself. “You do
not belong to you, you belong to the
universe,” he was later to explain; for
all his mistakes, he was the custodian
of a unique package of experiences
that just might have some utility for
mankind. He would trust the “anticipa-
tory intellectual wisdom which we may
call God” and allow himself to live, and
he would never forget that he was a
“throwaway.”

Thus began the fifty-six-year experi-
ment of “guinea pig B"—for Bucky—in
which “an average healthy human be-
ing” resolved to become a problem
solver “on behalf of all humanity.” One
can only imagine the reactions of fam-
ily and friends when the thirty-two-
year-old Fuller announced this. He fur-
ther determined to dispense forever

with the idea of “earning a living,”
which to him meant advantaging one-
self at the expense of others; if he
concentrated on doing what needed to
be done, funding would take care of
itself. He decided to devote himself,
broadly, to the technology of “living-
ry,” as opposed to weaponry.

Fuller moved his wife, Anne, and
infant daughter, Allegra, to a one-room
apartment in a Chicago slum, withdrew
completely from all friends and social
contact, and vowed not to speak again
until he really knew what he thought.
And then he began to think. His virtual
silence lasted for almost two years and
was the beginning of what he one day
called “a blind date with principle.”
Listening to Fuller’s later lectures, you
might wrongly conclude that this was
when his intellectual life began. In fact,
his first thirty-two years were clearly
formative and far from uneventful.

Richard Buckminster Fuller was
born on July 12, 1895, in Milton, Massa-
chusetts. His father was a successful
tea and leather importer; five previous
generations of Fullers had been promi-
nent colonial clergymen and lawyers,
and all had graduated from Harvard.
Extremely poor vision was the first
sign that young Bucky didn't quite fit
in; he was born cross-eyed and blind to
all but blurred patterns of light and
dark. (He later attributed his tendency
to think in terms of “big patterns™ to
this early handicap.) He recalled his
older sister Leslie describing the
strange sights she saw, to which he
responded with even more outlandish
visions, earning an early reputation as
a comedian. His astonishment in find-
ing that Leslie had been telling the
truth—when he received his first eye-
glasses at the age of four—was pro-
found and enduring. Nature was more
intricate and fantastic than he had
imagined.

He spent his childhood summers on
Bear Island, off the coast of Maine, in
discovery and self-education. When he
was eight, he produced his first inven-
tion—also his first attempt to apply

one of nature's lessons in a new way.
To expedite the arduocus four-mile row
to pick up mail and supplies from the
mainland, he designed a small jet-pro-
pulsion unit modeled after the behav-
ior of jellyfish. Operated by pushing
and pulling on a pole, his “mechanical
jellyfish™ opened and closed like an
inverted umbrella, propelling the row-
boat speedily through the sea and en-
abling its skipper to face forward.

Fuller attended Milton Academy
from 1904 until 1913; he was funny and
popular and a successful student. De-
termination must have overcome
physical obstacles, for the five-foot-six
cross-eyed senior was quarterback on
the football team. Entering Harvard in
1913, he soon found things going less
well. Having excelled in math and sci-
ence at Milton, he impetuously signed
up for subjects he didn’t know about,
such as Greek, Latin, and government;
then, while trying out for football, he
broke his knee. Many of his Milton
friends joined socially prestigious
clubs and no longer saw the amiable
oddball as an appropriate acquain-
tance. Depressed and bored, he cut his
midyear exams and ran off to New York
with a year’s allowance in hand, only to
wind up treating the entire chorus of a
Broadway musical comedy to a cham-
pagne dinner. Harvard dismissed the
reckless truant, and his family packed
him off in disgrace to a cotton mill in
Sherbrooke, Quebec, where he worked
as an apprentice machine installer.

s a punishment the plan back-
fired. Fuller throve in the new
environment, proving himself
a natural mechanic. Reports of
his performance were so favorable that
Harvard gave him a second chance,
which ended as quickly as the first.
Expelled again, for “general irresponsi-
bility,” Fuller was sent to an Armour
meat-packing plant in New York City,
where he was put on a 3:00 AM. to 3:00
PM. shift. He again flourished.
When the United States entered
World War 1 in 1917, Fuller joined the
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The house and car were innovative and o
goal was to make shelter an affordable se
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The three-wheel, eleven-seat, streamlined Dymaxion car, in a 1934 incarnation.
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mental scarcity. Fuller perceived that
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and more with ever less material and
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pointed to ample life support for all
humanity. Much of the new technoiogy
he was seeing was known and used
- only by the military; he suspected that
its application to civilian society could
have a profound effect. Fuiler’s “design
science” philosophy and vision of an
engineered, sustainable future were
gradually taking shape.

Fulier witnessed severai tragic
drownings during World War | when
Navy piiots were unabie to free them-
selves after their planes landed upside
down in the ocean. Sailors aboard
nearby ships could only stand by help-
lessly. Fuller rigged up a boom-and-
pulley mechanism that was able to
reach out and flip an aircraft over in
time to save the pilot’s life. His inven-
tion was immediately adopted, and it
prevented an unknown number of un-
necessary deaths. it stands out as a
rare instance in Fuller's life when ap-
nlication and resuits were immedi-
ite—and immeasurably satisfying.

His enthusiasm for new technology
did not lead easily to an ability to make
money with it, however. After the war
he went to work for the architect
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did not make him a businessman, and
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b ¢ _hen Fuller emerged from his
R I iod of qunetude in 1929,
he set out to design better
' ' forms of housing. He was
interested in housing partly out of guilt
over his first daughter’s death; he felt,
not compietely rationally, that a drafty
house had promoted the pneumonia
that kiiled her. Mainly he thought that
“no one was attending to it.” The build-
ing worid, he had conciuded, was
grossly inefficient, expensive, and
stuck severai centuries behind con-
temporary technology. Profit was at
odds with productivity, and the speciai
interests of plumbers, electricians, and
builders were guaranteed to sabotage
any significant advances. He decided
to design sheiter systems for fifty years
ahead, so as not to threaten anyone.
His underiying assumption was that he
would be most productive as an unaf-
filiated thinker, unconstrained by prac-
tical and financial considerations.
It was the machine age, a time when
anything seemed possible. Why not de-

sign a house that could be mass-pro-

duced as quickly, efficiently, and inex-
pensively as an automobile? Fuiler was

drawn to the lightweight engineering of

the pmpraing aircraft inductry just as

the emerging aircrat S
o
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ly adopted by Fuller—was to be fully
automated, solar -power red, deliverable
by air, autonomous, and, of course,
wv‘v‘-pi‘iCEu ruuiCipaLiﬁg the develop-
ment of new materials, Fuller predicted
that the entire house could someday
weigh three tons (a conventional one-
family house might weigh a hundred
and fifty tons) and cost fifteen hundred
uuuala, or chuly five cents a pOUuu,
about the same price per pound as a
1929 Chevrolet.

The Dymaxnon house created quite a
bl.ll' lH 1:743'. ll was Hrb[ UHVCHCU at Ult‘
Marshall Field's department store in
Chicago, where a model was displayed
along with a new line of modern furni-
lure, UlCll it went on tour dTOUIlu the
country, providing an entertaining vi-
sion of the future to Depression audi-
ences in other department stores, mu-
seums (inciuding the new Harvard So-
ciety for Contemporary Arts), and ho-
tel lobbies. Fuller accompanied it and
lectured incessantly, spinning grand
visions of a new worid without poverty
or need.

Fuiier had designed a self-sufficient
bathroom as an integral part of this
“dweiling machine,” and in 1936
Phelps Dodge gave him the chance to
buiid a copper prototype. it inciuded a
sink, tub, and waterless packaging toi-
let ingeniously stamped out of four
pieces of sheet metal. Fuller character-
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The house plan: four wedge-shaped rooms.

istically anticipated mass production
of his bathroom using a plastic better
than any then available. The Dymaxion
bathroom also incorporated a Fuller
invention called the fog gun, which
would provide a ten-minute shower on
only a quart of water and then collect

and filter the water for recirculation.

uring the early 1930s Fuller
turned his attention to trans-
portation, and proposed an
“omni-medium transport vehi-
cle” that would fly, swim, and drive
with equal ease. He also designed and
built a real car, the Dymaxion car,

(= - AN )

A ventilator at top rotated with the wind.

which brought him a great deal of at-
tention-and press coverage. it drove at
120 miles per hour, got 40 miles to the
gallon, turned completely around in its
own length, and carried eleven passen-
gers.

The car’s efficiency was almost en-
tirely a result of deliberate aerodynam-
ic design. In 1932 cars were still boxy
and tall. Fuller reasoned that faster
cars must be designed for smooth air-
flow because air resistance increases
proportionally with speed. After care-
ful experimentation with molded
shapes, Fuller developed a streamlined
teardrop hull with a perfectly smooth
underside. He then teamed up with
Starling Burgess, a renowned aeronau-
tical engineer and naval architect,
hired twenty-seven mechanics and en-

TUS AND
SHOWER
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The stamped-metal Dymaxion bathroom.

gineers, and built his car in an aban-
doned factory in Bridgeport, Connecti-
cut. Using a standard ninety-horse-
power Ford V-8 engine, Fuller and Bur-
gess introduced front-wheel drive, rear
steering, rear engine mounting, one-
eighth-inch-thick aircraft-glass win-
dows, a chassis of chrome-molybde-
num steel, wraparound bumpers, and
an aluminum body.

The sleek, three-wheeled car was
widely exhibited, most visibly at the
1933 Chicago world’s fair, but a fatal
accident in 1933 generated equally fa-
tal publicity (“Three-Wheeled Car Kills
Driver™), even though the other car
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The highly efficient, nearly spherical icosahedron form Fuller

applied so widely shows up repeatedly in nature.

Fuller redrew the map of the world by projecting it as an unfolded icosahedron.

involved was technically at fault. A
_ later retraction of the original news
story about the event did little to undo
the damage.

s innovative and outlandish as

the Dymaxion house and car

were, they paled before

Fuller's real objective. He envi-
sioned shelter as a service industry—
worldwide, functional, and affordable.
Housing should in the future be deliv-
ered when and where it was needed,
with maintenance standardized and
dependable. High-quality shelter
should be inexpensive for all, with
mass production bringing economies
of scale. The scope of this vision pre-
sented obvious practical problems.
Throughout his career Fuller had little
patience with interested backers out to
make money from his ideas; he wanted
no less than to create an industry that
would remake the world.

He almost got his chance in 1944,
when Beech Aircraft became interest-
ed in his house. Supported by the War
Production Board and the US. Depart-
ment of Labor—both concerned with
giving workers a future in a war-depen-
dent industry—Beech tooled up for
production of a new Dymaxion house,
in Wichita, Kansas. Production was
scheduled to begin in early 1947 and
reach an eventual volume of half a
miilion houses selling for thirty-seven
hundred dollars apiece. A 1946 proto-
type drew visitors from all over the
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country; according to Fortune maga-
zine, 93 percent of them wanted to buy
one immediately. The thirty-six-foot-
diameter circular structure was unex-
pectedly spacious and luxurious, with
seven rooms and every possible con-
venience. Sixteen-foot cathedral ceil-
ings and a wraparound Plexiglas win-
dow added to its expansive feeling.
Made with the latest aircraft alloys, the
house weighed exactly the three tons
Fuller had predicted in 1929. All the
component parts, including a large
roof ventilator that revolved according
to wind direction, fitted inside one
small cylinder for shipping. Fortune
called the house “so completely radi-
cal there is no basis for comparison
with the traditional dwelling.” Internal
political struggles suffocated the proj-
ect, but not before hundreds of unso-
licited orders, complete with checks,
arrived in Wichita.

Fuller developed the geodesic dome
in the 1940s. More than any other
achievement, this invention fulfilled
his 1927 vow to “discover the princi-
ples operative in the universe and turn
them over to my fellow man.” Combin-
ing the inherent stability of triangles
with the maximal volume-to-surface-
area ratio of spheres, the geodesic
dome is a straightforward application
of geometric principles. A geodesic
dome can span virtually unlimited dis-
tances with no interior supporting ele-
ments, using perhaps 3 percent of the
material needed for a conventional

structure of comparable size. It is
based on the icosahedron, the most
spherical of all the regular polyhedra,
with twenty equilateral triangular
faces. This highly efficient, symmetri-
cal form shows up repeatedly in na-
ture, in the protein shells of certain
viruses, in microscopic sea creatures
called radiolaria, and even in the hu-
man cornea. One of Fuller’s first uses
of the icosahedron was for a relatively
undistorted world map, made by repre-
senting the earth as such a shape and
then unfolding it onto a flat surface.
This “Dymaxion projection” won him
in 1943 the first US. patent for a carto-
graphic achievement.

The Air Force picked up on the geo-
desic dome’s utility right away when
planning the 4,500-mile DEW line
across northern Canada. Fragile radar
equipment was going to have to be
enclosed in structures sturdy enough
to withstand Arctic snow and winds,
yet delicate enough to transmit radar
signals. The problem seemed insur-
mountable until Fuller produced his
radome in 1952. A team of engineers at
the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology predicted that the dome would
collapse in an 18-mile-an-hour breeze;
instead, it withstood 150-mile-an-hour
winds in MIT’s wind tunnel until its
cement foundation pulled out of the
ground. Next it was tried on top of
Mount Washington. Engineers stood by
with stopwatches, making bets on how
many seconds or minutes the dome
would last in the almost 200-mile-an-
hour winds there. It remained intact
until dismantled two years later.

In 1953 the Ford Motor Company
challenged Fuller to cover its ninety-
three-foot rotunda in Dearborn, Michi-
gan. The dome would have to sit atop
existing circular walls that could bear
only eight tons, whereas a traditional
dome that size would have weighed a
hundred tons. With a deadline of only
one month before Ford’s fiftieth anni-
versary celebration, Fuller quickly de-
signed and built a geodesic dome using
nineteen thousand aluminum struts to
make up 120 separate triangular space



frames. Spanning ninety-three feet, it
weighed not too much more than one
of Ford’s cars. It later emerged that
Ford executives were so confident of
failure they had hired a wrecker to
stand ready to clear away Fuller's de-
bris the day before the festivities. And
the wrecker was paid more than Fuller
received for the completed dome.
Last-minute crisis projects emerged
as Fuiler’s specialty. In 1956 he built in
thirty days a 100-foot dome for the
last-minute US. pavilion at a Kabul
trade fair. That dome traveled to exhi-
bitions around the world for the next

two years. A 200-foot version con-
structed in Moscow in 1959 so im-
pressed Nikita Khrushchev that he
publicly exhorted “Mr. J. Buckingham
Fuller” to come train Russian engi-
neers. In 1957 Fuller built a glittering
concert auditorium, with panels fabri-
cated by Kaiser Aluminum, in Honolu-
lu. Henry Kaiser himself was scheduled
to supervise construction. He arrived
twenty-two hours after the dome’s alu-
minum components had landed at the
airport—to find not only a finished
145-foot concert hall but also the Ha-
waiian Symphony Orchestra playing to

a full house of 1,832. The 1927 “throw- -
away” now found himself internation-
ally acclaimed as a genius, thriving on
a frenetic schedule, accomplishing un-
precedented structural feats in defiant
succession.

he geodesic dome opened
many doors, and Fuller’s influ-
ence began to expand rapidly.
He entered a new phase of his
life, in which he was to make his great-
est contribution, lecturing in universi-
ties all over the world. And his dome
found new use as an educational tool.

EXPERIENCING BUCKY

-

Kirkwood Meadows, Califor-
nia, August 15, 1981: Buck-
minster Fuller, his gentle
eyes grotesquely maghnified
behind his thick glasses,
watches intently as | insert
the final balsa-wood struts
in a twenty-five-inch-diame-
ter geodesic sphere that
models his latest structural
innovation. His large head,
prickly with white hair, an-
gles forward from the com-
pact eighty-six-year-old
frame—alert, anticipating.
As Fuller's new engineering
assistant 1 am on my first
“business trip.” Guided
loosely during his brief of-
fice visits, | have gradually
learned to decipher the
code. His goal is always sim-
plification: fewer compo-
nents, greater efficiency.

We are in a remote ski
resort for a late-summer
conference of business peo-
ple. Bucky is scheduled to
lecture for thirty-six hours
during the next six days, and
I'm looking forward to the
break of listening to him.
Crouched by my balsa-wood
model, | am thrilled and re-
lieved by the confirmation
of months of mathematics. It
works. Now it's finished and
we will celebrate, | think.
Bucky inspects my model,
nods, and looks up.

BUCKMINSTER FULLER INSTITUTE

Suddently the unexpected.
He wants the hundred or so
conference attendees to
construct—led by me—a
full-scale prototype of the
dome. The glue on my mod-
el is not yet dry. I begin to
suspect that his eighty-six
years are catching up with
him. “l know for a fact,” the
voice runs inside my head,
“these people are here with
felt-tip pens, not with band
saws and drill presses.” [ feel
sad that Bucky will have to
find out the hard way.

He wants me to calculate
the weight (“assume Doug-
las fir") of tomorrow’s
dome, figure out the stress-

eI
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es (“use good-quality wood,
not too many knots™), then
tell someone what materials
we'll need. How am | going
to tell him? | wonder, dread-
ing the confrontation. New
to the job, | hadn't yet seen
Bucky Fuller in action. To
Bucky Fuller, a captive audi-
ence of one hundred able-
bodied Americans appear-
ing right after the comple-
tion of his latest geodesic
design was an invitation.

It turns out, of course, that
he knows just what he's do-
ing. He knows that a truck
will start toward Reno im-
mediately to buy lumber; he
knows that eager carpenters

Students test a dome they constructed in North Carolina, 1949.

in the crowd will soon sur-
face and offer their skills. |
am the one learning—not
the hard way at all, but rap-
idly, adrenaline flowing, ex-
citement building. | soon
find myself thinking: [t's as if
people have been waiting
their whole lives to put
down their felt-tip pens and
stand outside for hours
holding two-by-fours in
place until their backs ache,
listening to urgent instruc-
tions flying back and forth.

Twenty-four hours and
eight hundred dollars later,
a twenty-five-foot-diameter
geodesic dome stands com-
plete, exhibiting a strength
beyond the relative frailty of
its- parts (that's synergy).
The fragile-looking struc-
ture becomes a model for
photographing, a scaffold
for climbers (can it really
support me?), the makeshift
chapel for a wedding, and,
finally, an education.

How many campuses
were electrified this way?
How many groups have
shared this elation? [ begin
to understand that this
sense of urgency, this skill-
ful channeling of human en-
ergy, is the secret fuel be-
hind Fuller’s eighty-seven
years of perpetual motion.

—A.CE.
J/
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Beginning in the early 1960s, univer-
sities around the world sponsored
dome projects, and Fuller seemed to
be everywhere at once. His enthusiasm
seemed irresistible, as he announced
occasional new discoveries and
achieved structural breakthroughs to-
gether with students. This happened at
the University of Ghana, where nature
provided automatic air conditioning
for a seventy-five-foot dome. By the
opening of certain panels in the dome,
its interior could be made 30 degrees
cooler than the surrounding 120-de-
gree desert. It was quickly nicknamed
the cooling machine.

The dome and its refinements took
second billing now to the inventor's

~marathon “thinking out loud” sessions.

Fuller would talk well into the night,
and very few students would leave

even after five or six hours. These ses-
sions grew into his World Game Work-

shops in which students diligently

r‘nmmlpd and combined inventories of

global resources and problems, usual-
Iv ('nnr'lndmo that with ecology, re-

newable resources, and solar and wmd
energy the world could work for every-
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at a formative and often cvnical stage
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Nathaniel Owings of Skidmore Owings
& Merrill pronounces Fuller ‘the most
creative man in our field.’ . . . ltaly’s
famed Architect Gio Ponti feels that
Fuller is ‘not only a romantic pioneer
who sees 50 years ahead, but a genius
who has already realized his dreams as
to what humanity needs and how the
world must look in the future.'” The
article expressed awe at Fuller’s versa-
tility—and puzzlement at his refusal to
capitalize on his genius: “Unquestion-
ably, Bucky could have made much
more [money] by incorporating him-
self or going into organized produc-
tion. But Bucky is not interested. Says
he: ‘Whatever I do, once done, | leave it
alone. Society comes along in due
course and needs what I have done.’”

ller antlcipated
- leaving us ___t with a world

edavills i

transformed by h inventions
but with the originality of his life and

thought. So desprte his g eodesic dome,

it is wrong to rateonrne Buckminster

Fuller as an mventor his inventions
are best viewed as models built to

demonstrate aspects of his thinking.

To Fuller the dlittering Ford dome was
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beautiful. Bucky and Anne Fuller cele-
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ing on individual structures. Fuller was

drawn ever more anxiouslv to the “hig
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picture”—the “final exam™ facing all
humanity. The exam question: “Wheth-
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up” or learn to act responsibly and
cooperatively in behalf of future gener-
ations? Fuller devoted himself full time
to talking, writing, and teaching. In
1972 he was appointed world fellow in
residence at the University City Sci-
ence Center in Philadelphia by a con-
sortium of four nearby universities. His
sparse office contained seven hard-
working assistants, responding to vo-
luminous mail, answering phones, typ-
ing and retyping manuscripts for the
dozen books he wrote, and one engi-
neer, developing and refining the trigo-
nometry behind the geodesic dome.
The best description of his life’s
work comes from Fuller himself: “I did
not set out to invent a geodesic dome; |
set out to discover the principles oper-
ative in the Universe and turn them
over to my fellow men. For all | knew
this could have led to a pair of flying
slippers.” As he saw it, the geodesic

dome was simply an application of
universal principles, and so was all

invention. The key to humanity’s suc-
cess aboard Spaceship Earth—a name

he comed—-—lay in applymg those prin-

ciples in innovative ways. Fuller's own
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relentless search for nature’s princi-
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to be that the behavior of any system'’s
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ed dividend provided by synergy. His

search for “nature’s own coordinate

system” would therefore start with

whole sveteme and move on to their
whole systems ang move on o el

parts. The resulting body of work grew
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out of such experimental procedures
as the close packing of spheres to find
“eternal design interrelationship prin-
ciples.”

Closest-packed spheres, like the
simplest possible structure the tetra-
hedron, a four-faced pyramid, are char-
acterized by sixty-degree angles and
triangulation. The cube, in contrast, is
unstable, and Fuller found its cousin
the x-y-z coordinate system awkward
and unreliable. He spilled out his dis-
dain for the right angles of architects
and mathematicians in two volumes—
fourteen hundred pages of observa-
tions and facts presented in a hurried,
idiosyncratic style.

athematicians have for the

most part not felt it necessary

to comment on Fuller’s work

in this area. But some schol-
ars are intrigued. The crystallographer
Arthur Loeb, of Harvard, writes in his
preface to Synergetics: “In rejecting the
predigested, Fuller has had to discover
the world all by himself. It is not sur-
prising, in fact rather reassuring, that
the obvious should emerge alongside
the novel, the obscure together with
the useful. Posterity will have to draw
the line between the mystical and the
scientific, a line that will certainly have
to be redrawn from time to time.”

W

One of Fuller’s last large domes, the United States Pavilion at the 1967 Montreal world’s fair, glistens In the twilight.

Buckminster Fuller managed to con-
struct in his eighty-seven years a loom-
ing and resilient authority. Somehow
he was able to maintain through it all
the ingenuousness of a child and a
complete openness to new thoughts,
situations, and people. His “design sci-
ence” approach to global problems
can seem simplistic, but then optimism
itself may seem naive today. He dem-
onstrated by tireless example how one
individual can have a positive effect on

" human affairs, and he lived an almost

impossibly full life with an unfaltering
single mission: to demonstrate the po-
tential of responsible technological de-
sign for making the world a place that
works for everyone.

His geodesic structures cover more
ground than the buildings of any archi-
tect in history, but his contribution
cannot be judged on the basis of them
or his houses or his car. Decades have
gone by since these fanciful designs
were tossed out by his fertile mind, and
in their wake architects, students, and
laymen from all professions have
learned to see the world differently.
Norman Cousins wrote that “few peo-
ple, after meeting Bucky, did not forev-
er feel a sublime wonder when looking
at a starlit sky. If we read Bucky Fuller
solely for information we will obtain
information, but we will be cheating

ourselves. We should read him for the
increased respect he gives us for hu-
man potential, and for the lesson that
there are no boundaries to the human
mind, which he celebrates above all
else.”

The title of one of his books, / Seem
toBe a Verb, provides the best summma-
tion. Fuller in a unique way embodied
our national trait of questioning the
status quo. Time called him “a throw-
back to the classic American individ-
ualist, a mold which produced Thomas
Edison and Thoreau.” It is easy to criti-
cize Fuller for his lack of tangible
achievement, but in so doing, we miss
his essential message about the ability
of everybody to do something toward
creating a better world. '

His projects and lectures continued
at the same breathless pace right up
until July 1, 1983, when his heart sud-
denly stopped, at the deathbed of his
wile of sixty-six years. Without regain-
ing consciousness, Anne followed him
thirty-six hours later, his silent but
evidently vital life partner. |

Amy C. Edmondson was Fuller's engi-
neering assistant during the last three
years of his life and is author of A Fuller
Explanation: The Synergetic Geomnelry
of Buckminster Fuller (Birkhduser Bos-
ton, 1987).
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