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Abstract 

Early in this century Frank Lloyd 
Wright and Mies van der Rohe, 
among others, made conscious 

efforts to break the box. Since 

boxes contain, breaking the box 

liberates. In building a box pa- 
rameters are set for enclosing. 
Can a house be closed in or can 

there be a simultaneous opening 
and closing when the idea of box 
is applied to a house? Can a 
house become a box or can a box 

become much more than a box? 

  

    

    

Frank Lloyd 
Wright 
Robie House, 
Ground Floor 
Plan, 
1909 

Mies van der 

Rohe 
Plan of House, 
Berlin Building 
Exposition, 
1931



Fay Jones turns the idea of box inside 
out to produce a center by intersecting 
three elements; wood, concrete, and 

Nature. These three intertwine, pro- 
ducing a center by their coincidence. 

  

Fay Euine Jones 
Detail from Office 
Building 
Eureka Springs, 
Arkansas



Definition of box 

The primordial box is a container used to hold and 
protect its contents. “Ja: a rigid typically rectangular 
receptacle often with a lid or cover in which some- 

thing nonliquid is kept or carried.” - Webster’s Third 
New International Dictionary, 1986 

My boxes are self contained, can be placed on tables, 
in drawers, book shelves; they are closed and interact 

with themselves protecting their contents, revealing 
themselves only after being pried open. The two pieces 
of the box embrace each other to interlock into a strong 
shape marked on many sides by the embrace. The ma- 
terials of the box conspire to help achieve this whole- 
ness rather than break, mitre, or change directions. In 
the case where two materials come together, each ma- 

terial remains a force of its own, e.g. concrete wrap- 
ping, as does metal, while wood has a grain and a spe- 
cific direction which it retains. The wood gives direc- 
tion, masonry holds compression and protects, metal 

gives tensile strength and an elegant economy of size. 
Joints are clearly marked with the wood expressing its 
joint using the striation of cherry against maple, the 
wood finding a strong direction and keeping its grain 
direction with its glue joint, a stable condition. The 
inside of the box is remarkably different from the out- 
side with the complexity of the inside shapes contrast- 
ing with the simplicity of the outside. The box wants 
to resolve itself back to simplicity by being closed. 

      

Diskette Box 

Concrete, 

Cherry, Maple 
19.75x6x6 

inches



As in the box, the house has a weave of 

two complex sides interlocking and by 
their embrace becoming whole again. The 
boxes need each other to complete them- 
selves. The materials are woven, the skel- 

eton of the masonry through which the 
sinew, the wood, is allowed to function 

differently. 

The masonry protects against the weather 

and holds up the roof while the wood 

weaves the living spaces together and cre- 
ates a warm interior environment. Both 

materials have their separate directions but 
are dependent on each other. 

Outside is the simple geometry of the 
cube, inside is the complexity of living 
space. The masonry of the outside presents 
a clear boundary and reflects the horizon- 
tal, the protective encompassing of the 
inner sinew. Inside there is a predominance 

of wood with the vertical wood columns 
measuring the space, indicating thresholds 
and boundaries. The first floor is open, 

inviting, social: articulation of this main 

floor by the columns brings together a 
community of boxes, individually intimate 
yet versatile with a simultaneity of func- 
tion, large enough to entertain in, yet still 
providing smaller, more intimate spaces. 

  

  

  

Model of Box 

As House



  

Striation in the small box gives it direction and motion. In the jewelry box, striation allows the surprise of the 
inside of the box to gain a different, predominantly cherry, quality from the outside, predominantly maple. As a 

joint, striation is well suited to wood, layers of wood gaining strength and stability with material expansion and 
contraction working in harmony. There is a harmony of materials on a scale for the hands. 

In a large object, such as a house, striation gives scale, making the whole easily readable, defining the perspective 
so that distances are easily read, modulating the form in space. The blank walls gain from this modulation, 

allowing the eye to easily read the dimensions. In a landscape the horizontal melds with the horizon making the 
form less strident. The cube especially is harsh in the landscape neither conforming with the horizontal or vertical, 
independent of the landscape. In the house, striation brings the separated parts together so that complex shapes 
are seen as part of the over all simple shape, resolving the complex into a unified whole. There is a human scale. 

  

Jewelry Box 

Cherry, Maple 
5.5x9.5x 17 

inches



The house features a community of 

boxes that weave together to be- 

come a larger box, finally a cube. 

Eventually the cube, especially on a slope, has to con- 

cede to the lay of the land. A box is separate from its 
environment except as gravity holds it. There is seldom 
transition from the box to what it sits on. A box needs a 
level place to rest. In this house there is an intermediary 

that holds the house and sits in the earth. This intermedi- 
ary prepares a site for the house, like a stand, floats in 
the earth and with its surrounding improvements helps 
provide access to the house from the road. This surround 

is a mediator between the geometry of the house, the 
irregularity of the earth, and traffic. 

 



The boxes are oriented to what 
they contain. They are introspec- 
tive and encompassing. The box 
is made for its contents to be held 
safely. This house too is for its 

contents and is sited to hold light, 
oriented therefore to the sun. The 
box to safeguard its contents has 
sides built appropriately for that 
task. For protection, this house, 

has masonry exterior walls and a 
wall that opens out to protect 

against the predominantly north- 
westerly winds. To combat sum- 

mer heat it has windows and 
floors conducive to good venti- 

lation and windows oriented to- 
wards the predominantly south- 
westerly winds. The roof pro- 
vides shade, the masonry holds 
mass. Against the cold of winter 
it has windows for sun and mass 
for absorbing the heat. 

  
  

  

  

    

 



  

Boxes and houses share common characteristics, not contrary in form but scope. Whereas boxes are programmed 
around the notion of function, protecting a particular object and performing according to that object’s needs, 
function to the house is but one of'a multitude of purposes. As a microcosm of the house, the box holds a beginning, 
a principle about the house; protection, immediacy, and the relationship between parts. The act of making boxes 
brings the hands into play developing an intuition, locking functional considerations with shape, instructing how to 
weave with the earth a house that allows for a multitude of passages; a receptacle for earth, air, and sky. 

Portfolio Box 

Aluminum, 
Maple, 
Mahogany 
16:90411.5x .5 
inches



  

A jewelry box became a piece of jewelry, a box for the leaves 
of a book became a flat receptacle. A box for floppy disks 

wanted a vertical organization within it. A box for people wants 
asocial order, passages, and space for the soul; separate spaces 
or boxes for separate functions joined by intermediary spaces. 

The soul needs light, air; space to contemplate in. As my boxes 
express their contents so should the box for people with a re- 
flection from the outside of what is within; light, air, and the 

shape of the beyond — the part that reaches past function. 

As boxes grow large enough to become houses, they increas- 
ingly ask for a site. The small box can be placed easily in many 
places and can be visually digested from one point of view. It 
has an immediacy, a world apart on a scale usually meant for 
the fingers and hands. The box holds its own site. The house 
and site are one. 
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Portfolio Box 

Masonite 
10.75 x 10.75 x 
.75 inches 

Site Plan 

10



Portfolio Box 

  

Cherry, Maple 
15.5 x 10x 1.25 
inches 

The boxes are successful at dovetailing with themselves to the exclusion of their surroundings. A house, needing a site, should 

dovetail but with the earth, the sky, and landscape. The box is a receptacle or container while the house needs passages for its 

contents, for people, air, and light: A place in a continuum. The house’s walls are intermediaries between the inside and out and 
between the inside and inside. Their embrace is manifold. A house is a servant to many needs, with many dovetails. 

West Elevation 
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Boxes create a center by enclosing space, inter- Bottom View 

relating parts to create a whole. Here, the space of Frame 
is articulated by columns that measure the space 
and bring together the community of boxes. 

  

  

  

      

    

The vertical frame resolves itself into a truss system forming the roof and culminating in a single joint. 

Roof Truss 
System 

  

Truss Joint 
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Designing the house, I use a cube since this shape embodies one of the purest forms and lays to rest 

the question of what shape the exterior should take. It gives a purity inarguable in its simplicity, 
proportion, and center; autonomous, independent of the landscape, and protective of its contents; 
secure, stable, and predictable. It is bounded and in communion with itself, a clear sense of place 

making a boundary between inside and outside and again with the inside boxes. As Ando closes the 

city out of his concrete structures to build quiet contemplative oases, this house, like a box, closes 

itself out, reduces the noise of the suburbs, the chaos of modern living to make a world that is 

introspective and quiet. The boxes hold their own functions; order instead of adding noise to the other 
spaces. Each box holds a certain concentration apart from the others, simplifying the modern hectic 

life that is in constant barrage from the mechanical, electronic, and prying world in which we live. 

By using simple inarguable shapes 

and clear resolutions, the question 
of originality is banished and with 
it the ugliness of pretension and 
self display. Originality belittles 
time, small when looking to the 

enormity of the past and small 
making the present an instant in 

history. Inarguable shapes tran- 
scend time by speaking in univer- 
sals, the forever. Likewise style be- 

littles time by creating conventions 
and sealing the work into a piece 
of time within which it remains to 
be measured. 

  

Traditional Farm 

Houses, 

Gausdal, Norway 
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Science is finding that order is the exception rather than the rule. Man's ability to see and make 
order can be seen as a rare and poignant form of beauty. The simplicity of the box, clearly defined, 
embodies this beauty. In Stanley Kubrick's film, Barry Lyndon, the plot is clearly revealed to us 
before it is unraveled. Here is a predictable beauty based on order and certainty. We know we are 
about to see the rise and fall of the main character and what is to befall him before each episode 

begins. The certainty creates an unexpected suspense as we watch the plot, carefully measured, 
tell us what we already know. The plot no longer carries us, rather it is the precise time and space. 
There is a preexistence [knowledge of what is to come] before the existence and a tension produced 

by these two worlds' coincidence. In describing beauty, it is not the proportions, colors, details... 
that make the beauty, rather it is the order and purity which, in the box has an immediacy, and the 

house expresses by its certitude; clear relationships that quietly overwhelm. Beauty is achieved 

with resolution, complexity finding a simple order, resolution into simple shapes, the absolute. 

Early 19th 
Century Hay 
Barn, 

Riner, Virginia 
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This Victorian House was an embellished cube made 
to look out with balconies and extended dormers. It 
represented the social standing of its original owner, 
his possession of the land clearly stamped with his 
identity. The cube was externalized, omamented, and 
a display both outside and inside. 

More than an illustration of the man who had the 

house built, the Victorian House represented the times 
in which it was built. The elaborate detailing; scroll- 
work, murals, columns, and filigree, represented the 

age of discovery in which Westem man went in search 
of the exotic, felt he was master over Nature with his 

new found machines and his axiom, "survival of the 

fittest". He was convinced the world was an ordered 

place in which investigation would lead to ultimate 
truths. 

In this context, starting with a cube, what might 

today’s house look like? The questions of the last 
century, particularly the certainties of science and 
mathematics now give way to a duality in our per- 
sonality, that Nature perhaps should not be domi- 

nated, that politics remain polarized, that there are 
two sides of the brain, that order and chaos coexist. 

Might the cube be monolithic on the outside, a unity 

made up of the polarized inside, a dwelling where 

the two sides are accepted into a harmonious whole? 

  

Weigle House, 
1904 

Little Rock, 

Arkansas 
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First Floor Plan



Second Floor Plan 
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Third Floor Plan 
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Clerestory Floor Plan 
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Section A-A 
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Section B-B 
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South Elevation 
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Dedicated to: John Sissener; 

an engineer who built while he plukket rips. 

Creative work always achieves the impossible; it resolves oppositions and 

unites polarities. A profound work of art fuses together the universal and 
the specific, the collective and the individual. 

Juhani Pallasmaa, Lund and Slaatto


