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Born in 1895 into a distinguished family of Massachusetts, which included his great aunt Margaret Fuller, a feminist 
and writer linked with the transcendentalist circles of Emerson and Thoreau, Richard Buckminster Fuller Jr left 
Harvard University, where all the Fuller men had studied since 1740, to become an autodidact and get by doing 
odd jobs.

After marrying Anne Hewlett and serving in the Navy during World War I, he worked for his architect father-in-law 
at a company that manufactured reinforced bricks. The company went under in 1927, and Fuller set out on a 
year of isolation and solitude, during which time he nurtured many of his ideas—such as four-dimensional thinking 
(including time), which he dubbed ‘4D’—and the search for maximum human benefit with minimum use of energy 
and materials using design. He also pondered inventing light, portable towers that could be moved with airships 
anywhere on the planet, which he was already beginning to refer to as ‘Spaceship Earth’. 
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Dymaxion Universe

Prefabrication and the pursuit of lightness through cables were the main characteristics of 4D towers, just like the 
module of which they were made, a dwelling supported by a central mast whose model was presented as a single-
family house and was displayed in 1929 at the Marshall Field’s department store in Chicago and called ‘Dymaxion 
House’. The name was coined by the store’s public relations team by joining the words that most often appeared in 
Fuller’s eloquent explanations: dynamics, maximum, and tension, and which the visionary designer would later use 
for other inventions like the car, also called Dymaxion. 

The 4D autoairplane, developed as a hybrid aircraft and automobile based on a sketch by Fuller in 1928, and 
the 4D transport, the land version (which came later), gave rise to the creation of the mythical Dymaxion car, in a 
collaboration with yacht designer Starling Burgess. Three versions of this three-wheel vehicle were produced in 
1933 and 1934.

The Dymaxion Car was displayed at the 1933 Chicago World Fair; at the gates, however, it was involved in a tragic 
accident, compromising the bright future heralded by the great curiosity that surrounded it. But Fuller still believed in 
applying science to design, developing several smaller prototypes in later years that anticipated the urban vehicles 
of the future. The Dymaxion was indeed a car ahead of its time, as evidenced by the fourth version, built by Foster 
in 2010.

Sustainable Houses

During the Great Depression, Fuller published a small magazine called Shelter, which proposed using low-cost 
prefabricated dwellings to kick-start the stagnant economy. In this vein, he designed the Dymaxion Deployment 
Unit (DDU) in 1941 as an emergency shelter inspired by the metallic agricultural silos that had become widespread 
in response to the New Deal’s agricultural policies. Fuller added portholes and a ventilation system at the top of the 
conical roof, removing the central mast in the process. Tens of thousands were produced, used primarily by the 
Army. 

At the end of World War II, Fuller completed the research he had started with the Dymaxion, moving on to the 
amazing Wichita House, an aluminium capsule named after the Kansas city where the aircraft factory that was 
converted into a facility for the mass production of houses was located. In the end, manufacturing never began due 
to a conflict between the designer and his business associates. Today the house exists only as a restored prototype 
on display since 1991 at the Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn, near Detroit.
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Geometrical Explorations

With the failure of the extraordinary Wichita House adventure, the tireless engineer and thinker steered his creative 
activity towards research focused more on geometry than on production. His studies on the sphere and the geodesic 
grids led to the development of a new projection system, the Dymaxion Map. It was such a unique invention that 
the US Patent Office accepted the application, making it the first map of its kind to be registered in 150 years. His 
studies also gave rise to his famed design of geodesic domes, of which hundreds of thousands were built, bringing 
him great popularity. 

The early steps of this new experience took place at the now-legendary Black Mountain College, where Fuller 
taught during the summers of 1948 and 1949 in the company of professors such as Josef and Anni Albers, Merce 
Cunningham, John Cage, and Willem and Elaine de Kooning. There with his students he built a geodesic dome 
with old venetian blinds that never stood on its own, but which planted the seed for countless domes built later, all 
of them raised under the patent registered by Fuller in due course.

The key design during the second summer of teaching at Black Mountain College was the tensegrity structures, 
conceived as sculptures by a student (the young artist, Kenneth Snelson, who had been Fuller’s assistant during 
his first summer) and which the designer named in reference to their tensional integrity, in contrast with their 
discontinuous compression. The intellectual authorship of the structures was disputed between teacher and 
student, but Fuller finally registered the patent, building a few large-scale sculptures similar to those of Snelson and 
designing a series for museums.

The concept of tensegrity, launched as artistic research, earned great relevance later in several fields: in structures, of 
course, but also in biology, where biotensegrity has been proposed as a new paradigm which unifies the mechanical 
interpretation of living beings, from the organic to the cellular level. In the field of chemistry, the 1996 Nobel Prize 
went to the discoverers of the C60 carbon molecule, also known as ‘Buckminsterfullerene’ or ‘buckyball’, as a 
tribute to the geometrical explorations of Fuller.

A Geodesic Revolution: Domes for the World

The geodesic dome was Fuller’s most fruitful invention, the one that best unites his global thinking with his 
constructive intelligence, and the one which we most indelibly associate with his name and his legacy, as reflected 
on the famous cover of Time in 1964, with a portrait by the Ukrainian illustrator Boris Artzybasheff. 

A result of his research on the geometry of the sphere, and after the failed or unsatisfactory dome experiences 
at Black Mountain College in 1947 and in the Pentagon Gardens in 1949, the grids developed in the two offices 
of his company, Geodesics, by Duncan Stewart in Raleigh (North Carolina) and by Bill Wainwright in Cambridge 
(Massachusetts) allowed for the building of the first important geodesic dome in 1953 for Ford Motor Company. It 
was patented in 1954 and beat the free span world record in 1958 with the almost 120-meter diameter dome built 
for the Union Tank Car Company in Baton Rouge (Louisiana). 

Public recognition would finally come at Montreal’s Expo ’67 with the US Pavilion, a spherical structure that 
was designed with his young collaborator Shoji Sadao. It drew worldwide attention and spurred an widespread 
proliferation of geodesic domes. In the 1960s, Fuller and Sadao proposed several large-scale projects in line with 
the megastructures of the decade, which was marked by technological optimism. They applied the principles of the 
science to design advocated by the tireless engineer, whose visionary ambition reached new heights, driven by the 
economic and popular success of the geodesic domes. 

The ‘Dome over Manhattan’, which would take shape as a canonical image, was based on the notion of tensegrity 
which had guided construction in 1959 of a large sphere at the University of Oregon, and another one that was 
shown that same year at New York’s MoMA. The greater effectiveness of tension over compression inspired an 
oneiric proposal that he took further with the ‘Floating Cloud Structures’, ie, tensegrity spheres measuring more 
than a kilometre wide and held aloft as balloons by the interior air, heated by the sun. 
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Working with Norman Foster

Norman Foster met Fuller in 1971, when the designer was looking for an architect with which to collaborate on the 
construction of a theatre under St Peter’s College courtyard, in Oxford. The building was never executed, but Fuller 
and Foster developed a close relationship, which materialised in theoretical projects such as the Climatroffice, a 
large open-plan workspace with lush vegetation under a colossal ovoid dome.

“That was the start of a working relationship and valued friendship that lasted for 12 years up to his death”, states 
Norman Foster. In 1983, Buckminster Fuller participated in the ceremony in which Norman Foster received a RIBA 
Gold Medal; ten days later he passed away in Los Angeles, after visiting his wife Anne Hewlett Fuller, who died 
36 hours later. This tragedy interrupted the last joint project between Foster and Fuller: two identical autonomous 
houses, designed with concentric geodesic domes, which were to be built in England and California as a family 
residence for each of them.

During the last period of his life, Fuller became a mythical figure for the alternative movement, which saw in geodesic 
domes a new way of inhabiting the planet that joined economy of means and empathy with nature. Paradoxically, 
the same person who had once been described as a technocrat and a collaborator with the Pentagon became a 
genuine guru for counterculture and ecological groups, who attended his marathon lectures in masses, sharing the 
visionary and holistic spirit of the man who once described our planet as a spaceship. 
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