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Introduction to ‘a treehouse in the anthropocene’

Born from our naive childhood desires, treehouses have always been a 
dream during our youth. Perhaps it is the contrast to our homes, providing 
privacy or the removal from the sociological norm, with hidden corners to 

play or simply to hide? 
Perhaps it is even the act of building something that sits above the ground, 

removed from our traditional context?

This booklet reflects on the different aspects of a treehouse: it’s place in the 
anthropocene era, it’s state of disrepair and exhaustion as much as general 

questions of the past and future.
We will have a look at treehouses in another part of the world and try to 

imagine a story of where it might come from.

What did I learn from this?

At the beginning of this project I was very sceptical if the little treehouse that 
I had visited so often might have enough potential to fill a complete booklet. 
After a while I was very surprised by the amount of thoughts and aspects 

about it that are worth thinking about. You can find a few of those thoughts 
in this booklet. It showed me that you can find out a lot about every site if 

you just ask the right questions.

In my opinion, the most beautiful thing about a treehouse is that it always 
responds to its site, because the success of its construction depends on it. 
Every place is unique and should be treated respectfully by us architects, 

even if we are not dependent on it.

Andrea



Ever since I walked through this forest for the first time, this abandoned 

treehouse attracts my attention every time I see it. 

There is something mysterious and poetic about it, it’s telling a story about a 

time in the past. 

Maybe twenty, maybe fifty years or even longer ago somebody built this 

house out of wooden boards, nails and a ladder. It was probably used for a 

while, maybe for kids to play, maybe just as a hiding place.  

Then it was abandoned, left to rot and disappear back into the forest where 

it once came from. 

The site is now in a state of transition, many parts of the wooden house are 

already broken and fallen down but the structure is still visible. Nature has 

started to take back the place that humans took over and used for their 

purposes.

This transition from the environment built by humans back to the environ-

ment given by nature is what strikes me most about this specific site and 

why I chose it as a place I want to take care of during this seminar course. 

It shows in a small scale what might happen to all man-made structures on 

this planet one day.

A lot of thoughts have been given to the possibilities of what earth might 

look like once  humans have disappeared. One widespread opinion is that 

nature would take back our places fairly quickly. 

Without human maintenance, many buildings would probably soon start to 

crack and nature would slowly start to take over again. Scientists agree that 

some human impacts like nuclear pollution might never be reversible. But all 

these thoughts are only speculations, we won’t be here to see the answer. 

A story of the past        
- and the future

Will our traces ever vanish? 
And if so, how long will it take?



Treehouses have always been an important element in the history 
and theory of Architecture. 
In his paper “Essai sur l’architecture” (1753), Marc-Antoine Laugier 
states his theory that the ‘primitive hut’ was in fact a treehouse. 
In his opinion, the column derives from a tree trunk and is the first 
item that ‘man’ chose to start building a shelter. 
‘He choses four of the strongest, which he raises perpendicularly 
and which he disposes into a square. Above he puts four others 
across, and upon these he raises some that incline from both 
sides...’
During the highly ornate and often extravagant style of the Baroque 
he demands a reconsideration of this simple hut and states the 
qualities of this architecture.

The vernacular building type of a treehouse has a long history. They 
can be traced back to people of the South Pacific and Southeast 
Asia, who built tree dwellings in order to provide save homes for 
their people. 
The tribe of the Korowai are a good example of how this vernacular 
technique is still being used today: Far away from civilisation they 
live in tree dwellings they errect high up in the treetops. 
Assembled of wooden sticks, palm branches and vines and 
without any ropes or nails, it protects them from their enemies, wild 
animals, diseases and floods.

The height of the building above the ground gives indication on the 
current relationship they have with other clans: in periods of peace 
the dwellings are being built between 10 and 25 meters above 
the ground, in times of war they are built in heights of around 50 
meters. Additional posts are used as support for the structure.
Nobody knows for how long the Korowai have been building these 
structures. But for sure they brought it to perfection. 

As Bernard Rudofsky states in ‘A short introduction to Non-
Pedigreed Architecture’, ‘Vernacular architecture does not 
go through fashion cycles. It is nearly immutable, indeed, 
unimprovable, since it serves its purpose to perfection.’ The treehouse as vernacular architecture



‘I think a treehouse is really insensitive. That’s like killing something and 
then making one of its friends hold it.’
-Demetri Martin

Eventhough this quote by comedian Demetri Martin might be very 
brutal and can be seen critical, it tells something true about the thing 
we call treehouse.
If we follow it back to where it came from, we are back to where it 
is. There are many materials that can be used for treehouses today, 
such as plastic, metal sheeds or cardboard. But one material that has 
always been used is, of course, wood.

As we already learned, wood is also used in the vernacular 
architecture of treehouses. One big difference between a Korowai 
treehouse and the little one in the forest behind my house is that the 
latter one’s material is way more modified. 
Since the Korowai’s only source for material is the forest itself, they 
found ways of using the wood they find by customizing it with simple 
methods into building material, which is then used for buildings that 
perfectly serve their purpose. 
The way of the other house’s material is a bit harder to follow: it’s 
made out of even wooden boards, beams and planks which come 
out of a factory where chopped trees were modified into perfectly 
straight pieces. The trees might come from the exact same forest, 
maybe from another one in Sweden or even from one far away on 
another continent. 
Bringing those pieces back to the forest to use them for building on a 
natural uneven tree seems like nonsense when you think about it.  So 
why do people that? Maybe it’s simply because we don’t know how 
to built with natural materials anymore. Our homes today are far away 
from what nature and environment taught us to build. We are used 
to a straight and clear and vertical environment, and don’t realize that 
might belong in a concrete city, but not on a natural tree.

A great thing about a treehouse is that it teaches us to cooperate 
with the construction site. Every tree is different and therefore every 
treehouse has to be different and adapted to its tree. It shows us the 
limitations of our building materials, because we have to bring it in 
harmony with nature, which comes in all shapes.

Material



EX
HAUS
TION

Ever since I walked through this forest for the first time, this abandoned treehouse attracts my attention every time I see it. 

Under the load of heavy snow that fell in the last days another piece of wood shattered from the abandoned treehouse in the forest behind my house. The ladder hasn’t been able to 

serve its purpose for a long time now, today it’s not even visible anymore if you don’t pay close attention.

I’ve been to this place so often, it didn’t take me long to point my site out between all the trees. The roof is still easy to spot, it’s the only horizontal structure in between the vertical 

appearance of the forest. It’s a beautiful scene, the snow makes the rotting house that’s attached to an old conifer blend in between the other trees. Nature gives a preview of what it is 

going to do with the man-made interference. One day the whole construction will disappear and fall back into nature where it once derived from. A treehouse can’t exist without a tree, 

but nature doesn’t need the disruption and will continue to fight against it.

The two can coexist, but only as long as the attached structure is maintained. Now, after years of being abandoned, it is in a state of disrepair. It’s decaying and will never recover.

Nature, on the contrary, is always able to heal. It might have been exhausted once, but it has a way to fix itself. It doesn’t need a human intervention. Some nails and other non-organic 

pieces might remain, stuck in the tree that will probably grow around it in a few years. But it will come back to the state it once was.

All it takes is time.



“TREE HOUSE

A tree house, a free house,

A secret you and me house,

A high up in the leafy branches

Cozy as can be house.

A street house, a neat house,

Be sure to wipe your feet house

Is not my kind of house at all-

Let’s go live in a tree house.”

-Shel Silverstein

Dreams & Things What is a treehouse? 

It is a structure built in the branches of a tree for 
children to play in.

 
It’s a thing.

But there is so much more about it. 

It’s a dream, a fantasy, a hiding place and a save 
space close to nature. 

Building a treehouse together becomes a livelong 
memory and bonding for parents and children. 

Parents can show their children that they consider 
them old and responsible enough to 

evaluate the risk themselves and that they confide 
in them and give them their own space they maybe 

can’t even reach.

For children it’s a cave, a castle, a secret meeting 
place.

It’s an adult-free zone, where children can play 
according to their own rules. 

They can dream themselves into other worlds and 
broaden their fantasy.

Because with a treehouse and a little imagination 
we can go anywhere.



rida never talked a lot. She found it easier to avoid the other kids 
in school who were mean to her by staying in the background as 
much as possible. It didn’t always work, there were many days 
where she came home crying because other children called her 
names or bullied her. 
They found her weird, mostly because she didn’t enjoy the same 
things they did, like playing football or hide and seek. The only thing 
Frida really loved was painting. She loved the peace and quietness 
about it and that she could just dive into her own world.

One day, her parents decided to cheer her up by making her a present. They decided to 
build a treehouse for her birthday, a place just for herself where noone could harm her and 
where she could paint by herself in nature. It was high up, with a long ladder to reach the 
top and no other way to go up or down.

Frida loved her little own place. She enjoyed spending time there and paint the trees and 
flowers in the surrounding. It was her save space, her hiding place where she could be 
alone and never had to fear the other kids. 

Everything changed one afternoon in summer. Frida walked up the ladder to her 
treehouse, but something was different. She felt like someone had been there. 
She gathered all her courage and climbed up the rest of the ladder. 
She came into her house, only to find another child in there. She had never seen that 
girl, she was definitely not going to the same school. For a moment nobody dared to say 
anything. Frida was scared, she wasn’t prepared to stick up for herself, but this house was 
her save space and she would fight for it. 

‘What are you doing here?’, she asked. 
The girl looked scared, even more scared than she was herself. ‘I am so sorry’, the girl 
said with a shaking voice, ‘I just moved to the area and didn’t know where to go. I don’t 
dare to go to the playground, other kids have never been nice to me and I don’t think 
that will change here. I’m different and they don’t like me. I came across your wonderful 
treehouse and I just had to take a look. It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen, it’s so 
high up and out of reach. It feels save. Do you think I can stay a bit? Just for a little while?’

‘Do you like to paint?’

‘I do.’
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