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Al IS S EX 

Erick van Egeraat 

There Is a striking book, which is made of aluminium. It is titled 

. Seu, and was created by Madonna in 1992. It is clearly a 

controversial book, made by a provocative angel. Interestingly 

enough the book does, like almost all of Madonna's projects, make 

a difference. The text and the pictures portray a world of persuasive 

fantasies, which are unmistakably direct and powerful. And what 

makes the book seriously exciting and maybe even scary is that it 

all looks very real at the same time. This was close to ten years ago. 

Nowadays the images presented in that book are almost standard 

ingredients in today's music video clips, and the sensibility 

portrayed in the book is frequently used in most contemporary 

advertising. 

Far away from Madonna's earlier sweet teenage image the book 

demonstrated an independence unequalled in the entertainment 

and media industry. Looking back at the same pictures now, they 

appear less shocking and slightly unprofessional, some of them 

even embarrassingly helpless. They come across very strong stili , 

but they are definitely not as powerful and full of effects as the 

recent videoclips by Tom Jones and the Cardigans, by the Smashing 

Pumpkins or by Britney Spears to name a few. The same can be said 

of the Smirnoff commercials shown in the cinemas and on late night 

television. The reason for this is not just a result of improvements 

in photography, slicker styling or simply better production methods. 

Apparently we do need time to fee l shameless enough to allow our

selves to appreciate a striking and challenging innovation. It takes 

time to vest our appreciation In new materials. 

It seems an easy lesson for any kind of innovation. But there is 

more to overcome whenever new materials are being introduced. 
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The plastic shoes thai were given to me by my parents in the early 

sixties, which resembled my father 's leather sandals so strikingly, 

for e;l\ample. They did not make me feel very good at all; not to have 

what I really wanted and feeling like I had to settle for second best. 

The shoes were okay, but the simple fact that they looked like the 

real thing but were not turned me off. They may have been 

impressive for others but they were not appealing to me. I do not 

share the excitement over a new production technology and 

definitely do not base my appreciation of the product on it. If the 

taste of something new just equals something already existing and 

is not new or refreshing it is hard to become interested in the 

making of it. 

Driven by the need to be competit ive the industry always seems to 

be focussed on copying, imitating or even mimicking existing and 

well established values. And it seems to work. It is possible to 

generate at least a temporary success most of the time. Not 

surprising, the temporariness of this kind of success is based on 

the downward spiral of being cheap. Looking at the plastic sandals 

for example, in order to satisfy aU consumers they cannot be cheap 

enough. Something which will not be said by children who wear the 

newest DKNY fibre shoes, or the fabulous Nikes with their beautiful 

and highly decorative vulcanised tread sole. They are not just a new 

commercial success. These shoes are considered to represent a 

higher value, boosting the image of their smart and culturally aware 

owner. And it is produc ts like these that finally established plastics 

and created the permanent and cool image of the material some 

forty years after its introduction. 

This phenomenon does not simply exist in the media or fash ion 

industry only. In the same way in which the plastic sandals 

resembled the leather ones, the concrete used in many early 

modernist buildings looked exactly like petrified wood. A beautiful 

example of this is the concrete balustrade in Michiel Brinkman's 

Rotterdam Spangen Housing. Painted white, the concrete used in 

this highly acclaimed avant·garde housing project of 1918, does 

everything to make us believe that the balustrade boards are made 

out of wood. Reassured that we are not deprived of our basic values 

looking at those intriguing boards we remain unaware of the real 

nature of the balustrade. 

Fortunately nobody had this in mind when constructing the mind

blowing structure of the Hoover Dam located on the border of 

Nevada and Arizona. Here the concrete does not pretend to be 

anything else nor does it try to hide its true identity, but gives us 

the reassurance, the comfort and the silence which so effectfully 

supports the dam's image of invincibility. Characteristics like this 

contributed to the early recognition of the almost unsurpassable 

beauty of the ancient masonry structures like the pyramids of Gizeh 

or the Acropolis in Athens. The material in the case of the dam does 

not imitate, it is powerful and has a taste of strength. But did the 

designers of the Hoover Dam achieve what their colleagues at 

DKNY and Nike did? If they did then the concrete should not only 

demonstrate that it is the material's capacity to be strong and safe. 

The concrete should at least come across as something more 

than a slightly unattractive material. They should show the visitors 

that this material is not just an appropriate choice to build the 

dam safely but also to control i ts aesthetics. Exploiting the other 

capacities of this crude material, they demonstrate that concrete 
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can also be soft and comforting, offering sensuality and solace. The 

dam's archi tects showed that the dam's superb structure provided 

time and space for contemplation and reflection, similar to t he Greek 

and Egyptian examples. 

Technological innovation and redefining its connotat ion can happen 

simultaneously. A true early example of such a work is Frank Lloyd 

Wright's house for Charles Ennis in Los Angeles, California. A series 

of highly decorated blocks that are carefully placed together forms 

the structure of the house and simultaneously creates that magni fi 

cent intriguing character so appreciated by Hollywood movie direc

tors. It is exactly the capacity of these concrete blocks which makes 

the difference. It is the capacity to be technologically innovative as 

well as tasteful which makes any new material or any material tha t 

is reinvented truly exciting and attractive. 

That is why the fash ion industry's innovative use of materials is 

so challenging 10 consumers as well as designers. From it s early 

image of copying and infancy, through its phase of acknowledge

ment as very effective and appropriate, plastics have now become 

the fashion statement. The material has in a period of no more 

than forty years reshaped our environment, our l ife style and most 

impor tantly our cultural awareness and appreciation. Especially 

today the number of these examples is almost endless. 

And what about aluminium? Clearly with the help of the booming 

aircraf t industry of the 1930s, aluminium received almost instant 

recognition and fully overcame i ts initial copying stage in its ear ly 

years. But in the building industry, t he use of aluminium has been 

confined to facade cladding systems and, whether we l ike it or not, 

more than once associated w ith the gloomy and uninspired build

ings of the second half of the lasl century. Presently the number of 

exciting examples of innovative use has rapidly grown. Supported 

by the development of a more fluid architecture, in which surface 

and skin replace cladding, aluminium can be used at its best. 

Actually capable to adapt to almosl any form and able to perform as 

struc l ure and surface as well , the material's ultimate capacities are 

yet to be discovered. Whether in the construction industry it will 

come to be seen as the material of the future is st ill 100 soon to 

determine, but eventually it will be of one of those materials wh ich 

make a difference. 


