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!e site of E2A’s Cli" House is, as the name would suggest, a sheer rock 
face (on the North Atlantic coast of Moher, Ireland). !e long approach 
to the house across the #eld atop the cli"s recalls a classical promenade, 
but rather than terminating in a planar facade or an object in a landscape, 
the driveway of the Cli" House leads to a void in the ground and presents 
an uninterrupted view to the edge of the cli". One immediately enters 
into the house, rather than approaching and moving around it. !e void 
is the top of a stairway, the longest segment of linear, processional parti 
that leads deep into the ground and, after being punctuated once by a 
lightwell and cistern, ends in a wide room embedded in the cli" face. !is 
open plan living space has wall-to-wall operable windows that give views 
over the water (or directly into the fog that gathers along the cli"s), with 
no trace of land below (or above). In turn, the exterior elevation of this 
room—a slice of glass in the cli" face—can only be seen from the sea. Un-
derstanding of the form of the house is deferred in this procession; there 
is no stable vantage point from which to apprehend it.

At #rst glance, the project exhibits a dryness that suggests what Rob-
ert Venturi called “forced simplicity.”1 E2A use words such as “subtle” and 
“simple” almost insistently to describe the Cli" House; they acknowledge 
that programmatically “very little is necessary: a stairway as access, a 
cistern to collect rainwater, cold storage rooms for provisions, a bathroom 
and a large space as a balcony overlooking the ocean.” When #rst looking 
at the project, it is di$cult to see past the symmetrical parti, the austerity 
of which is reinforced by the lack of human presence in any representa-
tion of the house (#tting for a project that appears as much a tomb as 
a home). But examining the Cli" House comprehensively—through its 
plans, sections, models, diagrams and renderings—one comes to under-
stand that the project contains the kinds of contradictions that would, at 
#rst glance, seem meticulously suppressed by its stark form and represen-
tation. Such a reading of the Cli" House reveals the conversations that a 
building can have with itself through the multiple forms of representation 
that architecture demands. By engaging this conversation, one comes to 
understand that this house is not a matter of either-or, black or white. It is 
a %ickering between, both-and, solid and void.

!e Cli" House is at once subterranean and engenders the percep-
tion, from within the living space, of being completely removed from 
the ground, an e"ect achieved through relatively simple manipulations 
of the form of the house in relation to the site, which carry through the 
varied representations of the project in di"erent, and at times disjunc-
tive, ways. !ese representations suggest a reticence on the part of the 
architects to present the house as either a negative or positive form, 
subtractive or additive with respect to the site. !e section foregrounds 
the cli" itself, describing a series of spaces carved directly from rock. 
!ere are no walls (or %oors or ceilings) drawn, the house is simply 
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represented as shaped voids excavated from solid mass. !is site, how-
ever, disappears in the plan. Walls are given a uniform o"set thickness, 
with no trace of the mass of the earth that is so apparent in the section. 
!e tomb-like house that is shown in the section is re-presented as a 
conventionally constructed building, isolated on an empty page. !ese 
discordances are reinforced by the axonometric drawing and model of 
the project, in which the house %oats as a positive form that nonetheless 
recalls the topography of the site from which it is excavated, bringing to 
mind the making solid of space in the sculptures of Rachel Whiteread, 
the volumetric models of Luigi Moretti and, perhaps most immediately, 
cast models of ant farms.

Most interesting, in this respect, is a collage depicting an interior 
perspective, clearly derived from a collage of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s 
Resor House. !is interior perspective of the Cli" House, in which 
ground, ceiling and wall disappear into the white of the paper (or, in this 
case, the digital page of a Photoshop #le), depicts only a long wall of glass 
through which one sees the sky, punctuated by a few objects in the living 
space, stretching across the page. !e sparse composition of the collage 
suggests that the view through this window-wall results from the paper of 
the drawing being torn away, the page, like the earth, a solid material to 
be excavated by the architect until it reveals a view into a world beyond it. 
!e image oscillates between the additive process of constructing a col-
lage and the subtractive e"ect that the composition of the college conveys. 
!e %atness of the image, by turn, reveals the careful calibration of the 
procession through the house, which terminates in a view of a landscape 
(or, rather, sea- or skyscape) %attened and framed as an image, just as it 
begins with an uninterrupted view across the site to the horizon of the 
cli" edge. Architectural form itself is rendered a technique of representa-
tion, collapsing the distance between drawing and building.

!e spare compositions of Mies van der Rohe’s collages suggest an 
ethereal quality to his architecture, an e"ect reinforced by the re%ective 
and transparent materials of his projects and their dissociation from the 
grounds of their sites. !e Cli" House can be read in similar ways, though 
it achieves these e"ects through at times inverted means. In both cases, 
architecture itself is presented as a kind of apparition—a reading enabled 
by multivalent forms and modes of representation. In the case of the Cli" 
House, this suggests the possibility of architecture and its occupants oc-
cupying two states simultaneously (neither typical of a space for living), 
%oating in air and being buried in the ground.

1. Robert Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (New York: MoMA, 1977), 17.


