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Material Presence: The Return of the Real 

At a moment when material reality is often presented to the public through 

mediated images in advertising, television and film, how does one explain the 

renewed interest in materials in the contemporary architectural discourse of 

both the new orthodoxy and the neo-avant-garde? Why this fascination today 

with materials, as if architecture could, at some mythical time in the past. have 

been made without them? 

The representation of 'materiality', the perception of qualities attributed to 

materials, and our multiple understandings of what it means to be material, 

are all integral parts of media culture. Mediated representations of tangible or 

haptic material qualities may, in fact. be less literally 'real', but the reality of 

their pervasive presence in our culture is undeniable. We can no longer be 

innocent about materiality, nor can we assume for materials a natural or 

absolute status. The condition of being material in a mediated world produces 

paradoxical and fluid relationships between media and their infrastructure, 

between materials and their effects. The predicaments of materiality today 

create fundamental changes in the way materials are perceived, experienced 

and understood. 

Virtual and actual worlds are inextricably inter-related and mutually defining. 

Instead of replacing the physical world of materials, the virtual world produces 

a renewed desire for tactility and texture in consumer culture. This desire for 

a new 'materiality' is manifested in everything from fashion to furniture. Yet it 

is precisely this aesthetisized, exaggerated presentation of material 'realness' 

that transforms the properties our culture attributes to materials. Through the 

production of ever more numerous material representations, our culture's 

desires for 'materiality' distance us from those qualities that are, or once were, 

considered to be 'truly' material - unique only to the direct physical experience 

of materials. The current moment distinguishes itself in that it offers no 

common, definitive frame of reference with which to understand materiality. 

One could imagine that. after a prolonged love affair with materials, 

contemporary culture is going through everything related to materials and the 
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physical world for one last. lingering goodbye. Yet 0 e could also imagine that 

this is actually an incredibly potent time for architecture to be revitalized by 

the contemporary predicaments of material presence and the new possibilities 

they offer for practice. 

The Material Culture of the Hollow Wall 

The larger cultural dilemma of the 'real' is compounded, in architecture, by the 

development of the hollow wall, an economic and spatial phenomenon that 

radically restructures the conventional materiality of the wall and its 

relationship with the body. A series of autonomous technical inventions, each 

almost inconsequential in itself, triggered the alignment of building 

construction industries and the explosive growth of cavity wall construction. 

The initial, most crucial (and still only imperfectly realized) motivation was the 

desire to mechanize wood. The invention of new methods of milling and 

harvesting wood made the industrialized production of this archetypal natural 

material adaptable to an unskilled labour force. This made possible the 

concept of the wood stUd, a mass-produced structural element with 

predictable performance cr iteria. 

The establishment of a set of codified dimensions for wood studs signalled 

the transformation of t imber into lumber and the irrevocable passage of wood 

into a standaroized, reproducible product. The invention of the rotary cutter, 

the perfection of wood glues and synt'letic resins and the development of 

engineered plywood s eets diversif ied the potential applications for wood 

products in the building industries and created an inexpensive sheathing 

system for wood stud construct.' Following this the next. inevitable, step was 

to incorporate within the wall cavity the distribution of a newly unified system 

of services - plumbing, eating/cooling and electricity. Convenient and 

concealable, the forgiving space of tne wall became the site of choice 

for infrastructure in A rica. S cture, sheathing and services were 

conceived and conjoined in t hoi wall as integral components of a mass

manufactured construct ion syste 
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The hollow wall was the result of an unprecedented conjunction of separate 

but affiliated industries and products. labour organizations and methods of 

production. The almost banal recuperation of the vestigial three-and-a-half

inch hollow space of cavity wall constr ~~ ion created a technical heritage that 

continues to have an impact on our contefYlporary information culture. as it 

reorganizes the spatial politics of the wall . 

Once banished by modernism. the wal l "',as returned forever changed. It is 

no longer the familiar wall of archaic stone construction. It is no longer solid. 

The advent of the frame and its vernacular companion. stud wall construction. 

undermines the integrity of classical tectonics. as well as the authenticity of 

its languages. The separation of volurPe from mass establishes a new 

distinction between structure and skin. And for the first time. the wall not only 

divides space but also contains it. At the very moment when the wall loses its 

relation with the classical body. it gains a different quality of corporeality 

through its hollowness. 

Although the booy of the wall is hollow. it is not empty but inhabited by 

water. air. electricity and information. Despite the physical constraints 

produced by the stud wall's standard dimensions, the contiguity of services 

exceeds its seemingly enclosed space and establishes unprecedented 

conceptual and spatial links to physical places. Through daily contacts with 

taps, outlets and informa' appliances, the hollow wall holds the potential to 

connect sites of consumption and production separated by social and 

economic distinctions of das.s and race. 

Within the chase space of e hollow wall, our common resources of water; 

air, power and informati are d·stributed and sometimes shared. Unlike the 

plaza or the street as visi e sites of public life, the common bond of these 

public resources becomes a condition interior to the construction system of 

architecture. The insurgence a is common public territory within the private 

domain produces a fault line tllat runs through our houses, our cities, our 

public institutions and our cu f€. The internal space of the wall may be one 

of the most genuine instances a' contemporary public territory. 



Concealed by plywood, drywall, veneer plaster and other thin products of 

modernism, the hollow space of the wall is an inherently public and contested 

site. How it is imagined, distributed, clad and configured are architectural 

issues that constitute the material politics of the wall. The smooth, seamless 

cladding of modernism presents an abstraction of architecture's materiality: 

the primacy of the idea of surface results in the concealing of the particular 

qualities of its constituent materials. Despite this abstraction, or precisely 

because of it. plugs, ports and other points of contact that interrupt the 

seamless surface gain a new visibility and importance as materials. The 

efficient thin materials developed to clad the cavity wall begin to dissolve it. 

The surface of the wall itself regains a material presence, as it becomes a site 

that establishes and manages discursive relations between private 

programmatic activities and the public space of the hollow wall. 

The properties of materials and infrastructure become fused in the cladding 

of the contemporary wall. As the infrastructures of electricity and information 

shrink in size, they are liberated from their distributory containers within the 

hollow cavity of the stud wall and are increasingly absorbed and integrated 

into architectural cladding materials. Infrastructure and materiality intersect 

at the molecular level. When a material surface itself becomes a source for the 

transmission of light, heat, colour or information, material properties can be 

understood as a dynamic infrastructure with inherent variable spatial effects. 

A coetaneous condition emerges that conjoins deep opacity and permeability. 

Cladding materials that appear to be solid become potentially permeable, not 

only through the cracks and junctures of their seams and joints, but also 

through their newly transmissive surfaces. 

Far from making materiality unnecessary or virtual, the incorporation of 

infrastructure into the material surfaces of architecture produces a heightened 

material presence, an ethereal and permeable corporeality that can be 

imagined as an 'other' kind of body. Such a body is characterized not by the 

enduring or stabilizing physicality of materials but by the intensity of 

experiential effects produced by its material presence under different 
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conditions. In the place of an anthropomorphic figurality, such a body offers 

the possibility of an extensive, highly diffuse performative skin with a 

sensitivity that is not only responsive to external conditions but is increasingly 

attentive and adaptable as well. 

Siting this body implies a search for material predicaments - situations 

where materials are stimulated to perform in different ways. Instead of using 

materials within a given context. architecture increasingly entails the invention 

or construction of contexts specifically designed to support the performance 

of a given set of materials. The material qualities of contemporary surfaces 

that are the most intriguing are precisely those that are the most unstable, 

that put into question the singularity of material properties and the 

absoluteness of material definitions. 

Bya reassessment of their very properties, materials such as plywood or 

drywall can appear to be many different things as they transform from opaque 

to reflective to luminous. It is these almost alchemical properties that affiliate 

even the most ordinary materials, and their effects, with the changeable 

characteristics of the technological media that are so present in our culture 

today. 
The renewed capacity for the material presence of wall, floor and ceiling to 

become the programme of architecture changes the perception of the value 

and performance of materials and relocates the role accorded to them in 

theoretical discourses of arch itecture. Materials are no longer finishes that 

provide closure to a building. Instead, they are critical starting points that open 

new possibilities for structuring the experience of space, for re-thinking the 

seemingly banal surfaces cf partition, curtain wall, chase space and hung 

ceiling that characterize the familiar landscape of contemporary building 

types. Cladding and shaping the hollow wall is therefore not a project of 

'styling'; it is inherently an exploration of ma,terial research. The distribution 

and configuration of infrast ructure. implied by the choice of cladding materials, 

can become the means to redefi e the spatial and programmatic organization 

of building typologies. 

02 03 
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Building Materials as Products 

Material research is inevitably a form of investigation into a culture of 

production. Industrial building materials are never really anonymous: as 

manufactured commodities, they are the products of particular social, political 

and economic contexts. To be interested in materials is to ask questions about 

the nature of the real in contemporary culture, in all of its complex and 

contradictory dimensions. To understand a building material at this level, it is 

necessary to become familiar with its physical characteristics and the 

associations inherent in its cultural history - with the ways in which a material 

is used, perceived and remembered within the larger contexts of its 

production. 

As commercial products, industrially manufactured building materials are 

among our culture's most 'pure' elements. They are seemingly inexhaustible 

because they are replaceable - the moulds and processes of their standardized 

manufacture always remain. Sheet, roll and stick materials, once considered 

to be 'impure' because they were not naturally generated or configured, now 

possess an almost immutable, 'pure' status as idealized form types. The 

standardized dimensions and functional specifications of industrially 

manufactured building materials appear to be an unavoidable presence, a true 

constant, in architecture. However. our culture's perception of these materials. 

and the uses the architect can make of them. shifts and changes. 

Today plywood is valued for its natural qualities as a form of wood. Yet when 

laminated wood boards were first developed in the 1880s they were 

considered to be a highly inferior substitute for real wood. The artificiality of 

'scale boards' (as these laminated wood panels were first called) was directly 

re,lated to the idea of recombinant assembly manifested in the new 

manufacturing process. The patent language for laminated wood (used in 

1865. by the builder John Mayo) describes how the crossing or diversification 

of the grain is achieved by slicing the wood into layers and reassembling it into 

reconstituted boards. The process of improving the natural material required its 
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inherent structural properties to be separated from its exterior volume. This 

reflected a complete breaking down and remaking of the inherited relations 

between form and material - engineered wood. 

No less deliberate or artificial was the process of imaginative engineering 

required to redefine the material character of a product that had been formed 

as a result of military and industrial uses. The names 'pasted stock' and 

'veneered stock' proved to be an obstacle to the public's acceptance of the 

material for domestic use, and in 1919 the name 'plywood' was coined to re

associate the product with the persistent cultural memory of wood. 

Construction conventions were developed to detail joints and edges (areas 

where plywood's perceived artificiality was the most obvious) to make the 

material look more like integral wood. At the same time, to replace traditional 

aesthetic values associated with natural wood, new values for plywood - those 

of industrial progress and modernity - were introduced. 

This modern project. taken up in the advertising campaigns for plywood, can 

be viewed as a precedent for the ongoing contemporary project of relocating 

material value within the context of a material's cultural history. New 

processes of production, including computer-aided design and fabrication , 

allow design to be understood as 'property' engineering - the selective re

combination of different material properties, cultural associations and affects, 

the creation of material values, and the identification of new programmes or 

markets for these materials. 

The absorption of architectural building materials into the ever more 

efficient 'logics' of contemporary commercial production creates mutable and 

contradictory sets of material values, properties and aSSOCiations that 

challenge the almost immutable 'purity' of form and use typically accorded to 

industrially manufactured build :ng materials. As reproducible products, 

building materials are no longer raw, unique or natural, but exist in hybridic 

entities of uncertain identity, neitl"1er fully natural nor wholly artificial. 

Originating for economic reasons as substitutes for natural materials, 

copycat materials so faithfully reproduce the properties of their natural 



ancestors that the copy surpasses the original (yet always falls short of it). For 

example, nylon threads are molecularly engineered to replicate the fibres of 

the henequen plant, used to produce tying twine in the mono-agricultural 

region of the Yucatan. The copying of a product originally produced in one 

industry (the nineteenth-century henequen plantations) by another (the 

contemporary petrochemical industry), creates an inter-referential condition 

that confounds the categories of natural and artificial, of global and local, as 

each product simultaneously invites and resists comparison. 

Further material predicaments result from the growth of recycling and re

use of material waste by-products mandated by the need for ever greater 

economic efficiencies. Secondary and tertiary methods of post-industrial 

production produce recombinant cannibal materials: materials within 

materials. Sheet claddings made of chopped up or reconstituted bits of other 

materials, defy notions of material homogeneity, use and value. The most 

inexpensive pressboards are made from the waste scraps of the rarest woods. 

These cladding products confound the representational hierarchies of front 

and back, exterior and interior, and are equally acceptable as substrates or 

finish materials. 

This material cannibalism breeds an unstable grouping of restless material 

families. Crossovers, combinations and new fusions are created as families of 

materials once thought to be distinct (such as plastic and wood) now merge 

and become alike. At the same time, categories of materials dissolve and 

multiply into affiliated product lines - wood, for example, begets an endless 

family of paper products. Catalysts for this propagation are cyclic: methods of 

designing materials are created by interventions into existing fabrication 

processes, new methods of fabrication yield new kinds of waste, and re

manufacture produces products from the waste of other products. 

This condition of re-manufacture co-exists with the permanence of throw

away materials. The disposability of the standardized dimensioned stud 

precludes the application of a single, coherent tectonic logic to its architecture. 

The 2x4 allows indiscriminate and interchangeable uses: used vertically, it 
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supports point or uniform structural loads; used horizontally, as strapping, it 

resists loads in shear; used as blocking, it provides miscellaneous support in 

any orientation wherever it is needed. These cheap sticks are endearingly 

American: incredibly redundant, yet oddly democratic. 

The building inaterial as a singu lar or unique element of nature has been 

replaced by a vast. growing, almost unclassifiable system of disposable, 

interchangeable products. Though manufactured, distributed, and advertised 

as distinct entities, the wall/floor!ceiling dissolves into a shimmering artificial 

infinity of standardized material products, at once banal and terrifying . 

Yet even as this vast palette of material products is arrayed before us to 

produce a material taxonomy of the hollow wall, its constituent parts are 

already being transformed as material families ceaselessly merge and 

differentiate. The multiplication of products complicates the concept of 

material categories upon which the system of architectural specifications is 

based. Polymers and cellulose are common, in varying degrees, to an 

expanding range of product possibilities that exist between plastic and wood. 

Working with materials becomes more like cooking. It is the recipe and the mix, 

the choice and the relative proportions of ingredients that determine the 

characteristic properties of materials. The idea of material can now be 

reformulated as an ever expanding medium of blended substances between 

established reference ooints. 

The wall is divided and classified in successive cycles, as the building 

materials of architecture are created or modified by design, industrially 

manufactured, and advertised as commercial products. Each cycle yields new 

moments of synthesis, which in turn accede to new taxonomies. The challenge 

to the architect is to see these changing successions not as losses to the 

discipline, but as gahs. The loss of the solid wall produces the elaboration of 

the surface - the ply and the veneer - and the distinction between skin and 

structure. The loss of an integra l relation between volume and mass results in 

the gain of cavity space. Within this cavity, sets of engagements with the body 

are established by a first generatio'1 of infrastructure, only to be replaced by 

To install : rotate plane of application 90 degrees. 
fl ip over, use back side up, assemble. 02 
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different programmatic possibilities produced by transmissive material 

claddings. The loss of the whole is offset by the gain of the standard 

dimensions and compositional logics of the part. The strategies of the part, the 

array and the pattern, create a play that informs the material affects of 

atmosphere in architecture. The loss of traditional craftsmanship as the work 

of the hand in building, is replaced by the gain of a new kind of craft emerging 

through the work of the architect's mind in the design of material 

manipulations - strategic and crafty interventions into existing industrial 

systems of manufacturing. The loss of a certain illusion of control as producer 

is countered by the gains of playfulness and the tactical logics of an 

architecture that engages the user/consumer. 

These developments place a renewed emphasis, and strain, upon 

architecture's ordering capacities. The design of a building envelope or an 

interior partition necessitates the strategic re-invention and deployment of a 

group of materials' aesthetic and programmatic possibilities. Wall, floor and 

ceiling typologies play expanding roles, not only as technical building sections, 

but also as organizational armatures that harness material properties and 

enable the conceptual structuring of relationships between the range of 

material products. 

Welcome to the Phanta.smagoria ... 

What would seem to be a process of material impoverishment - the 

separation, standardization, multiplication of material products - creates 

instead a charged, void space for architecture. Within this void, it is difficult to 

differentiate between material products, and harder still to locate an inherent 

architectural logic for material use. Yet this void can also be a 'play space' 

offering new freedoms - the possibility of expanding practice from within, of 

exceeding the pe~ce ived impoverishment of material products, by deploying 

them rather than avoiding them. 

The void produced by the paradoxical logics of the product can be mined as 

a catalyst to the imagination. It offers a perverse but potent phantasmagoria, 
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an unpredictable mirror that reflects the contradictions inherent in both the 

culture of material production and the mind of the architect. The 

phantasmagoria of the product is a medium of personal and mysterious 

messages. It is a sublime and unfathomable conspiracy that implicates the 

ordinary and recasts it as an expanded spectrum of unexpected possibilities. 

The challenge to the architect is to listen, but not too well; to be able to enter 

the phantasmagoria and return - turning its predicaments into new 

possibilities for practice. 

Today, materials, building components and even programmes arrive pre

formed as 'products' to the site or to the imagination. The role of the architect 

is not so much to form these entities as it is to deform them from their 

standard applications and invent for them new definitions and uses. In our 

work this research is a process of cultural excavation, where invention resides 

in a critical re-vision of what is already existing. In this way, we look for 

alternative critical positions for the contemporary condition of material 

presence that are neither nostalgic references to craft-based tectonics, nor 

redempt ive reiterations of modernism's claims to technical progress. 

The inspiration for our design begins with the discovery of what could be 

termed a catachrestic use of post-industrial materials. This involves a careful 

account of the specific physical properties of the material, combined with an 

amnesia with regard to its standa rdized applications and a willingness to 

invent new uses for it. Such new uses are, in fact, both a 'misuse' of the 

material and a radical demonstration of its fullest use. Although it has become 

fashionable today to speak of 'new' materials, it is important to look again at 

materials that seem to be already known. The antagonism between 'new' and 

'old' materials, or betweer> 'high' and 'low' technologies of production, may be 

dispelled through strategies that deliberately mis-use materials as a form of 

political action in architecture. This reflects a practice that both accepts the 

economy of the standardized cond'tions of building materials as products, and 

deliberately seeks to exceed them. 



The first step towards addressing the political implications of 

industrialization is to formulate the problem of architecture's material history. 

To think about materials implies a fundamental re-assessment of their existing 

contexts. Associations accorded to a material and its standardized, designated 

use can become the means to different ends. A sheet product may simply be 

flipped over to produce a material readymade, a material's context of 

reception may be repositioned, or its composition profoundly altered at the 

molecular level. The invention of such strategies of material misuse in 

architecture offers the potential to remake the relations between material 

form, associations and use. 

It may seem counter-intuitive for a critical practice of material research to 

examine the material predicaments inherent in the culture of production as a 

source of inspiration. But it is precisely here that the greatest challenges to 

the imagination lie. In such an enterprise, the importance of the architectural 

imagination as a locus of creative activity cannot be overstated. Our culture is 

confronted with incredibly banal. institutionally decided things. The architect's 

imagination acts to liberate them from some of these systems, if only to show 

how they are lodged in others. Besieged by advertising and numbed by the 

relentless exposure to images, the architectural imagination is threatened just 

at the moment when it is needed the most. Yet this form of thinking is 

uniquely able to excavate the material culture of the hollow wall, to see beyond 

things as they are, to what they can be. It is transformative vision. 


