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Section sequence of construction drawings. 
House of the Century. 

IN THE SPRING of 1968, two recent 
Yale graduates, Doug Michels and 
Bob Field, made an appearance at 
the College of Architecture at the 

University of Houston as part of a cross-
country lecture tour put together to post-
pone the need for conventional 
employment. Recalling this initial foray 
into Texas, Doug Michels said, "We real-
ized that we had met with kindred spirits 
when we were greeted at the airport by a 
gang of hoodlums disguised as architecture 
students." The students, liveried in Wild 
One regalia to form a motorcycle escort for 
a hearse, told Michels that he (and his cof-
fin) were to be transported to the College of 
Architecture for an important announce-
ment. With the coffin only slightly ajar, 
Michels was carried to the front of the lec-
ture hall, where Dean William R. Jenkins 
announced to the audience of students and 
faculty that it was about to witness "the 
rebirth of American architecture." The 
coffin opened up and 

"You mean like an ant farm?" asked a 
friend. With influences ranging from 
Marshall Mcl.uhan to Buckminster Fuller 
to The Whole Earth Catalog, Ant Farm 
intended to create a new architecture for 
the emerging culture. 

When a temporary teaching position came 
open at the UH College of Architecture in 
spring 1969, an informal poll of students 
showed that the impression Michels had 
made was still very much alive. Architecture 
professor Burdette Keeland, with the bless-
ing of Dean Jenkins, invited Michels and 
Lord, a.k.a. Ant Farm, to return for an 
extended residence. For the visionaries of 
Ant Farm there was simply no better place 
to be than Houston, where images of astro-
nauts floating in space tethered to an 
Apollo spacecraft cohabited with those of 
the cowboy on the range, whose life sup-
port system of horse and saddle pack sug-

tional performance. Lord, abetted by Ant 
Farm coconspirators Michels, T. L. Morcy, 
Pepper Mouscr, and Steve Jackson, pooled 
their resources (about $200), convened in 
the CRS snack bar, and started to give the 
money away. When fellow office workers 
refused to accept this largesse, the Ant 
Farmers emptied the vending machines and 
attempted to give the contents away. 
Neither Lord's co-workers nor the manage-
ment were much amused. The police were 
summoned later that night, and Dean 
Jenkins, in a philanthropic gesture of his 
own, bailed the provocateurs - booked for 
disturbing the peace - out of the Harris 
County jail. 

A second performance, Space Cowboys, 
was part of "Avenues to Infinity," a fund-
raising effort for the Contemporary Arts 
Museum held at the Alley Theatre in fall 

1969. Invited to 

After the lecture 
tour, Michels 
returned to his 
home in 
Washington, D.C., 

irehitecturc." The gested a similar ^ ^ ^ 

Ant fcMin 
w ' Lubetkin, Ant Farm \ 

performance piece 
by future client 

to organize a sum-
mer workshop, 
Crash City. He was joined there by Chip 
Lord, whom he had met while lecturing at 
Tulane University. Following the work-
shop, Lord left for California to investigate 
the countercultural climate in San Francisco. 
Later that summer, Michels, unsettled by 
events at the Democratic National 
Convention in Chicago, rented a 1968 
Cadillac convertible and drove down to 
North Carolina to enlist another kindred 
spirit, Doug Hurr. The two left for San 
Francisco to move in with Lord, who had 
set up shop in the Haight-Ashhurv district. 

In San Francisco, Lord and Michels laid 
plans to form a collaborative practice that 
would combine architecture, art, media, 
graphics, and furniture making. Based upon 
a nonhicrarchical form of organization, it 
was to be devoted to "underground archi-
tecture," pushing and exploring the poten-
tialities of symbiotic group interaction. 

tenuousness of existence. 
Houston inspired the group to miv technol-
ogy and minimal lifestyles with a certain 
countercultural flair. 

An early and obvious target for Ant Farm's 
operations was the recently completed 
Astrodome. Ant Farm received authoriza-
tion to make it a venue for AstroJaze, one 
event of which involved spending a night in 
the Astrodome as helium balloons lifted 
horizontal fabric scrims to define- disembod-
ied floating environments. The famous 
Astrodome scoreboard and lighting systems 
created electronic special effects. 

In addition to teaching at UH, Chip Lord 
was employed part time by the architectural 
firm Caudill Rowlert Scott, whose new, 
self-designed offices and corporate culture 
"exemplified the dehumanizing environ-
ment we were philosophically against," 
Lord recalled. In response he devised Plastic 
Businessmen, an unrehearsed confronts-

Marilyn 
told 

to "be very experimental." 
apace Cowboys was a tribute 
to technology, exploration, 
and nomadism, fused with a 
pharmaceutical^ enhanced 
point of view. 

Am Farm's nomadic impulse was also 
indulged in Time Slice, a series of episodic 
be-ins along the beach at Padre Island held 
during summer 1969, Kager to explore the 
potentialities of a new lifestyle, the partici-
pants (students from UH; South Coast, an 
indigenous Ant Farm clone; and others 
enticed by the promotional poster) 
embarked on an environmental media ritu-
al ostensibly designed for experiencing and 
experimenting with lightweight structures. 
These included inflatables, geodesic domes, 
and parachutes that, when anchored to the 
ground, expanded horizontally, creating 
fabric environments onto which images 
were projected. In keeping with the ecologi-
cal theme of the workshop, the group 
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attempted to occupy and depart f rom the 
site w i thou t leaving a footpr in t . 

Returning to San Francisco in September 
1969, Ant Farm rented a warehouse in 
Sausalito and expanded to 15 members, 
among them Doug Flurr , Hudson Marquez, 
and Curtis Schreier, all o f w h o m were to 
play signif icant roles in subsequent 
Houston and Texas Ant Farm projects. 

The association w i t h Ma r i l yn I.ubetkin that 
began w i th "Avenues to I n f i n i t y " led to a 
commission to design what became the 
House o f the Century and a second tr ip to 
Houston in November 1971. Intr igued by 
Ant Farm's earlier activities in Hous ton , 
Ltibetkin was interested in explor ing sculp-
tural qualit ies in the design of a house, a 
concept thai a l lowed Ant Farm to refine 
and combine elements o f earlier projects. 
Likened to an al l igator in its earliest f o r m , 
the house evolved f rom a Isomorphic shape 
into a sleeker, more futurist ic synthesis of 
organic, phal l ic, and automot ive images. 

Doug Micheh. metaphorical drawing lar • 
the House of the Century, 1973. 

design-huild collective that is stil l in prac-
tice today) stopped by, as d id Michael 
Sham berg, later the producer o f The Rig 
Chill, who was all ied w i th Ant Farm 
through the underground video group 
T V T V . The design won a Progressive 
Architecture award in 1973, and upon 
complet ion the house was published in 
Progressive Architecture, Domtis. 
Qisabella, and Architectural Design. 

As work on the House o f the Century was 
Hearing complet ion, Peter Papademctriou, 
then an assistant professor of architecture 
at Rice University, invited Doug Michels, 
Chip Lo rd , and Curt is Schreier to lead a 
three-week workshop in the architecture 
school at Rice dur ing the fall semester of 
1972. Ant Farm had spent part of the sum-
mer o f 1972 covering the turbulent nat ion-
al pol i t ical conventions in M i a m i and 
Chicago wi th Top Value Television 
( T V T V ) , an ad hoc collection o f young, 
guerri l la-style cable television reporters 
armed w i th l ightweight Sony video 

Houston, 
The house also cemented Ant Farm's fasci-
nation w i t h inflatable architectural shapes, 
first manifested in the htflatocookhook, a 
primer on bui ld ing inflatable structures 
issued in 1971. 

For all its futurist ic ou t look , the House of 
the Century was essentially a handmade 
house that required the on-site presence of 
the or ig inal Ant Farm team plus the col lab-
orat ion o f Richard J o s t - a young but 
experienced designer-builder f rom Houston 
w h o m Michels had met inWashington, 
D.C., in the summer o f 1969 - and assort-
ed other assistants and hired craftsmen for 
a period of I S months. It also attracted 
media attent ion and a host o f curious 
onlookers. Steve Hadane o f the Jersey 
Devils (a similar counterculture-ortented 
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1969 
recorders w h o had 
somehow managed to obtain 
convent ion press credentials. T V T V ' s video 
veriti snooping and eavesdropping cap-
tured a behind-the-scenes view of the con-
vention that was a stark contrast to the 
networks ' glossover coverage. It earned 
rave reviews in The New Yorker, the 
Chicago Sun-Times, New York magazine, 
and other national publ icat ions. When the 
inv i tat ion came f rom Rice, the three Ant 

Farmers decided to use their 
convent ion experiences and 
State-of-the-art cynicism as 
the basis lor explor ing a dif-
ferent format for national 
poli t ical conventions, one that 
wou ld be custom made for 
the new potentials ol the age 
o l television. 

Their workshop produced a 
proposal for Convention Ci ty , 
a ior t im in which the parties 
could hold their four-year 
nominat ing spectacles. 
Intended for a site between 
Houston and Dallas, 
Convent ion Ci ty wou ld house 
a resident populat ion o f 
20,000 in apartment units 
looking down on the conven-
t ion center, which included a 
football-stadium-size arena, a 
lake, and communicat ions 
towers. The site was to lie 
developed as a large-scale 
version of the House o f the Century's free-
form plan and covered wi th a 1,000-foot-
wide bubble dome. The f loor of the 
convent ion arena, shaped like a map of the 

United States, wou ld become a 
giant television screen 

showing 

Opening celebration lor Cadillac Ranch, near Amortllo, 
Texas, June 1974. Left to right: Chip Lord, Doug Micheh, 
Stanley Marsh 3, Roger Daintan, and (partially 
obscured) Hudson Marquei. 

one large 
or several smaller 
pictures of the convent ion dele-
gates, who were to be seated in elevated 
areas in the shape o f the states they repre-
sented. The poli t ical process wou ld itself be 
reconstituted along the lines o f an audience-
part ic ipat ion game show, w i t h two-way 
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One Hundred Television Sets, a sculpture by Chip Lard 
and Doug Michels. On the site of the House ol the 
Century, Angleton, Texas, 1972. 

cable television connections that would 
allow millions of viewers to participate 
actively without leaving their homes. 

The Convention City proposal gained local 
notoriety via an unauthorized press confer-
ence at Rice. Employing a deadpan version 
of doublespeak, the Ant Farmers, dressed in 
business suits and describing themselves as 
"a nonprofit California-based group of 
architects and engineers," proposed to the 
representatives of the press that Convention 
City be built in the Houston area. The 
media excitement, together with some 
Banmmesque marketing on the part of Ant 
Farm, caught the attention of another big-
thinking hlmistontaii, developer Kenneth 
Schnitzer. Schnitzer was looking for a semi-
permanent facility to occupy vacant land on 
the western edge of his Cireenway Plaza 
development and commissioned Ant [-"arm 
to propose a use for the site. Their answer 
was Freedomland, a shopping mall catering 
to the spending patterns of teenagers - a 
"three-acre air-conditioned leisure time 
zone." The scheme included what may have 
been the world's first MTV shopping net-
work, by winch customers could stop in at 
the TV studio not only to select the offer-
ings of the various retail establishments, but 
also to partake of cable-transmitted enter-
tainment and educational offerings present-
ed by local musicians, artists, and educators. 

Ant Farm produced a 
video presentation to 
show Schnitzel and his 
associates the real-time 
dynamics of the project, 
all hough one small glitch 
was the lack of video, 
projectors in Flouston in 
1973. After a citywide 
search, a projector was 
located and the presenta-
tion made. Although 

\ Schnitzer conceded that 
certain of the project's 

themes appealed to him, its exotic charac-
teristics made him skeptical of its ability to 
fit in with the corporate milieu ol Greenway 
Plaza or attract the necessary financing. 

v\ 
Ant Farm took its 

leave of Houston in 197.1 with the produc-
tion of 2020 Vision, an exhibition mounted 
at the Contemporary Arts Museum. Ant 
Farm's association with the museum had 
begun a year earlier, when they were com-
missioned to seal a time capsule for the 
opening of the museum's new building. The 
"capsule" - actually an old refrigerator 
filled with videotapes, images, and artifacts 
depicting "real life" in Houston during the 
week of the opening - was to have been 
suspended from the ceiling of the museum 
until its scheduled opening in 1984. Instead 
it was ultimately relegated to storage in the 
CAM's basement, where it suffered water 
damage during a flood in the late seventies, 
after which it was removed and lost, report-
edly before it could be ceremoniously 
opened on the scheduled date. The CAM 
capsule was the first of two such commis-
sions; the second, Citizen's Time Capsule, 
entombed a I96N Oldsmobile Vistacruiser 
packed with 30 suitcases full of cultural 
artifacts for a 25-year journey into the 
future at the Artpark in I.ewiston, New 
York, on 7 September 1975. 

The 2020 Vision exhibition, mounted by 
Lord, Michels, Doug I lurr, I ludson 
Marque/, and Curtis Schreier, juxtaposed 
themes of earlier Ant Farm projects with 
forecasts of the future, allowing the group 
to assume the roles they most enjoyed, as 
cultural commentators and garage band 
visionaries. Looking backward and for-
ward, Ant Farm stocked the show with 
images that fascinated them, creating a 
dream of consciousness lor a generation 
that had grown up with concept cars, 
Sputnik, and the promised wonders of 
space-age technologies, as a psychic contest 
for their own visionary work. The Ant 
Farm view of cultural near-history was 

characteristically 
tongue in cheek, showing an appre-

ciation for "the humor in past visions of 
things to come, no matter how real they 
really were." and dominated by images of 
mobility fixed to important dates in the 
evolution of recent American culture: 1939 
for the General Motors Autorama exhibi 
tion at the New York World's Fair, with 
Norman Bel Geddes's prescient visions of 
patterns of mobility tor the 1960s; 1951, 
the year the 100,000,000th passenger car 
rolled off the assembly lines in Detroit; 
1955 for the invention of the wraparound 
windshield; 1956 for the start of construc-
tion of the interstate highway system; and 
1964 for GM's Futurama pavilion at the 
second New York World's Fair, where 
public fascination with the automobile was 
overshadowed by neighboring exhibitors 
IBM and Bell Telephone, a harbinger of the 
new age of electronic communication and 
transmission. Also included as benchmarks 
in the Ant Farm time line were I9H4, the 
temporal setting for George Orwell's 
dystopic, futuristic novel, and 2020, a 
modest and imaginable forecasting end 
point. Fantasies of past automobile design-
ers were represented by a 1936 Cord and a 
pink 19.59 Cadillac convertible; they were 
coda-fied in the end by Ant Farm's own 
hybrid techno-media van and a lunar rover 
on loan from NASA's Manned Spacecraft 
t enter, 20 miles south of 1 louston. Large 
photographs of streamlined, high-finned 
I950s-era concept cars indulged the 
American fascination with speed and inde-
pendence but revealed as well the cars' 
secret, metaphorical life as ground-based 
jet fighters. 

In the catalogue for the show, a vintage 
example of SIMUS psychedelic graphic 
design. Ant Farm commented on the 
General Motors Autorama at the 1939 fair; 
"The vision of the 60's proved true in every 
detail, yet its awkward modernism betrays 
its origin, and its entertainment value 
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increases as its information value wanes." 
With this aphorism in mind, that today's 
predictions may become tomorrow's enter-
tainment. Ant Farm's own visions of the 
future were concocted in the belief that all 
such speculations should contain as much 
entertainment value as possible. Focusing 
mi lifestyles to come, their contributions to 
the show included designs for future wear-
ing apparel and a display of the House of 
the Century and other projects that 
explored a new architectural language 
based on the fusion of biological and tech-
nological urges. Kohoutek, the "Doll 
House of the Future," continued that 
formulation as a social plaything for 
future generations - a contcxtless 
biotech assembly designed to monitor 
the "evolutionary process for the good 
of all mankind." Kohoutek was envi-
sioned as a reproduction and intelli-
gence center providing "every 
conscious comfort, both real and imag-
ined"; upon closer inspection, accord-
ing to a review of the exhibition in the 
March 1974 Architecture Forum, it was 
revealed to be "a scenario where an all-
female colony of Barbie dolls is being raised 
as a food supply for giant ants, the true 
evolutionary winners." 

An artifact of the future was Dolphin 
Embassy, an "inter-species communica-
tion" linking dolphins and humans that 
w.is funded in part by the Rockefeller 
Foundation and the National Endowment 
for the Arts. Conceived as an ocean-going 
fcrrocement research craft of triangular 
configuration, u consisted of living quarters 
for 100 humans in addition to bays for 
ocean-based experiments and research. 
Pneumatically operated sails recalled 
images of the dorsal fin of the sailfish. 
Work on Dolphin Embassy was based in 
Australia, creating a personnel split in Ant 
Farm; Doug Michels served as expedition 
leader. 

The works for which Ant Farm is most 
widely known came soon after: Cadillac 
Ranch for Stanley Marsh 3 in Amarillo 
(1974), consisting of ten of the bi-finned ne 
plus ultras planted nose down a stone's 
throw from Route 66, and Media Burn 

( 1975), a performance piece produced in 
the parking lot of the C ow Palace in San 
Francisco, where a 1959 Cadillac was driv-
en through a "wall" of burning televisions. 

Houston clients continued to provide occa-
sional sustenance for such projects as 
Truckstop Network, a project described as 
a "service station for nomads" {1976); a 
home media center for Rudge and Nancy 
Allen (Doug Michels, 1983), soon to be 
reinstalled in the University of Houston 
College of Architecture; and the Save the 
Plain'! sculpture (Chip Lord, Hudson 
Marque/, Doug Michels, 1987) for the 
I lard Rock Cafe in Houston, which came 
about as a result of a lawsuit filed by Ant 
Farm, claiming that the Hard Rock Cafe 
had plagiarized the Cadillac Ranch concept 
for the marquee of their Los Angeles 
restaurant. As part of an out-of-court set-
tlement. Hard Rock asked Ant Farm to 
create a signature sculpture for their 
Houston restaurant. 

In the early years, when they needed it 
most. Houston provided a temporary home 
and laboratory for Ant Farm, furnishing 
stimuli and nourishment for their ideas and 
the occasional kindred client and patron. 
But the relationship was always an occa-
sional one, floating on the thin veneer of 
Houston's avant-garde. Underneath there 
was a different reality, one based not on the 
countercultural musings and ideologies Ant 
Farm was seeking to propagate, but rather 
on the entrepreneurial spirit of capital accu-
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"Cosmofamo," report on Ant Form's Convention Gty in AD, February 1973. 

House of the Century, general view, Lake Mo-Jo, 
Angleton, Texas, 1972. 
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mularion. For a group that reveled in living 
<«n the edge (and sometimes on food 
stamps), that personified the ethos and 
lifestyle of the sixties counterculture, 
I loustou's boundaries were more often 
closed than open. The members of Ant 
Farm knew that in San Francisco the coun-
terculture was more deeply rooted and 
more enlightened. Hut from Houston came 
an appreciation of the contradictions of 
the modern city and the energy to form 
the boundaries that Ant Farm most 
enjoyed crossing. 

Today Michels divides his time as an archi-
tect between Washington and Tokyo. Lord, 
who also wrote the book AtOOmetica: A 
Trip Down U.S. Highways From World 
War II lo the Future (1976), an appreciative 
and anticipatory account of happy motor-
ing from Eisenhower to Buck Rogers, is an 
independent video artist and teacher living 
in Santa Cruz. • 

House of the Century, rear view. 

Laminated kitchen sink. House of the Century. 
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