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Immaterial Design 

LEAH RAY 
The School of the Art Institute of Chicago 

t t v  1111010g irlc luclilrp digitdl rnrdia. trlct oniilmniidtior~s ant1 
Intrrrret t t v  hrrolop. a nurrilwr oi prac titpi at \\list \\a- or11 e 
(oniidc.1ec1 the fringe of the p~oiei4or1 are hegirrr~inp to alter 
thr definition of dr c hitectural prdc tic r.  Tlir most noted uJ thew 
i. Dillei + Sc ofitlio. a firm that detirre. itself ds a c ollahorati~ e. 
ir~te~di~cipliriar! ftudio \ \ how uorh  inter-ec t i  arc hitecture. thr  
~ i i u a l  and periorming arts. The  a r \ a ~ d i  that Diller + Sc ofidio 
ha\ r irc e n t l ~  rec ci\ ed I c~flec t thiq ciuc--diicipliiim M ork: the\ 
ha\ e \roil arid Ohie auard for c reat i~ e acll ie~ enlent in off- 
Eroadua\ theater for a performante entitled *'Jet Lag." a 
P I O ~ ~ P ~ S I I  c z - l ~ i h ~ t e ( t u ~ ~  auard  for the Blur Building. and the 
fil-t \lac 4rtllur I'olindation .Award el el anardrd to arr h i t rc t~ .  
7 7 1 hi. i, an ~ l n u s u a l l ~  di\ rrse rehlime for a pdrtr~er&ip formed 1~ 
tuo profeiior- o f  architecture. 111 fact. it is unique. 

1:. Diller + Sc ofidio questiorl the bourrtlarie- hc.t\\eer~ arc hitec- 
ture. media and perforinanc~e, definition- are blurring. 111 ".Tliii 
i i  Not ho\+.-- a preirntation gi\ en at thc. Bierii~ale di \ enezia in 
1008. Elizabeth Diller arid Ricardo Sc ofidio posed the lollouing 
quc.stio11: 

I11 the Blur building. the! ofler ansuer> to thrse yue&nc. The 
Blur l~uilding propwe- an architerturc. that ii  eler-c hanging. 
that literall! tran storms the material of i i  iitr (11 atrr) into 
dr( hittv ture (foghlie blur) 13) utilizing electrorlic nwdid (coin- 
puteri) that rnonitor and react to changes in tbr  enxironment 
(the \\eather). Jn re\ponse to the ahole queition, nhat  hdpptm' 
to arc hitectlire in a culture transkorined h~ digital media i* that 
its nledium must I hange to incorporate the flexihilit! and 
inte~acti\e nature that emerging tecllnologie- prewnt. If elec- 
tronic rrledia ha \  indeed killed drcliitec-ture as the arrhitec t i  
implt in the ahore ~ i t en ie r i t .  Uiller + Scofidlo propose it- 
tc~chrrologicall! reincarnated piesence in the Blur Building. 

Sited in 11 ertlorr-lrs-Bain.. S\\itzerlantl. the Blur Building \+a- 
dvsipecl a- part of a ( onqwtirion s ~ i l ) n i i ~ i o n  lor Expo.01. tlrc- 
ii\th rli~nual Sui-s r~atio~lal  e\lrihition. The iii-t and mo-t 
o1n ious challenge the TIlur Builtling p r e w l t ~  to arc1litc.c-ture i- 
that of nidterialit~. The  1)uiltlirig doc.\ not I la~t .  exterior ualli: 
rather. a cloud ol fabricated iog defines its exterioi. Eliza1,etli 
DiLler explain\ tllc. rrawuirln beliirld thi- uiio~thc~dox rnatc-rial 
si.lrttion in btating. "Be itiut.pled u i th  thr  q u e 4 o n  of \\hat a 
1)uilding OII the m d t ~ r  slmuld 1 ~ .  Then u e  dec idcd the huildil~p 
nlatc&J ~l iould  hc \\ater.'*- T h r  d e i i p  oi the 1)uiltlirig 
c oinpletel\ re1 o h  ed around thii initial cont ept of deiigrling 
 hat the dr~hitect-  call nothing: a blurred effrct cred1t.d 11) log. 
In order to acliiexe this c k t .  the de4priers created a metal 
tenwgritj frame that appeared to float upon Lake heui  1latc.l. 
The form ol this frame \\as dominated In t l r v  r r t d  to po-ition 
\\atm nozzlei. \\hicli create the fog and therefore the blurred 
effect. Tlir structural frame had the ierorltian purpoie of 
i u p p r t i n g  the liahital~le rpdtrb of t h r  I~uildinp. Brcause the 
Blur Building i i  not an erlc loied structure. the fog i i  sul~jcct to 
\\eathcr. The  noz7les creating the f o g  \\hi( h \\ere de*igned 13) 
rlwlear engineer-. rriporld to 1 arying i lirnatic c onditiorl- 
irlcluding temperature. uind, arid humitlit!. 1 b  a re-ult. the fop 
i* c onitaid! cha~lping. Tliii rrciproc a1 relationship l)et\\ eeri 
natural and nianniadr meather efiects draus atterition to the 
project's juxtaposition of nature m d  artifit e. Ti liile the fog is 
a l ~ t a ~ s  changing in terrm of its den$ and motion. it i* el er 
prescnt. inhibiting t l e x  vision and creating a lrlurred effrc t. 

Elizabeth LMer explains. "Thi- is the big idea for t h r~  ipectacle. 
Inside, there-s nothing to we."' \otliing- that i*. l)e>ontl the 
effects of tlir blur. Ironic alh. hlurred \ i & m  enahlrs o l ~ i e n  rr* 
to focui inure pointedly on the quritions at hand. A- Tom 
keerian. a merrlhrr of the media think-tanli that Diller + 
Scofidio consulted during the deqign of Blur. noted: '-5 e alnar. 
Ie)c)k tnice, more than t ~ \ i ~ e .  ~ l w n  thing, get h l u r r ~  ."' 111 
btruggling to focus clearl! upon the xisual aspect> of the projec t. 
ir~hahitanti of Blur are left to speculate: i~ it accrpta lh  fol 
architecture to shed its respon4di ts  of &eltrring liumani froin 
the calernrnts. and instead embrace \+eather a i  an element that 
can. itwlf. create architecture? If so. \\hat ii  the role of 
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real-time lrertorrnani e. choreograpl~ing bodies in ipar e. I \\as 
spt" ificall! rrot ir~ttwited in thc col~structed artilac t a \  an 
autontrniou- thing. hut the irrt~~ractioris \\it11 people.""] Thi- 
interest is clearh preient in Blur. uhere  tlir relation-hip 
hct\\ec~rr thc h d \ .  wlsory percc.ption. and drt htec ture he- 

the d r i ~  ing for( e l~ehintl the project. 

Inal!zing the practice of Diller + Scofidio. one ma! corlc-lude 
that the role oi the artl~itect is to cpestiorl althitectural 
prograini Rather than responding to a program that called for 
the c or~struction of an exhihi t i~n pa\ ilior~, Uiller + St oficlic~ 
h i l t  a qtruc ture that called the e u  nature of its building t \pe 
into question. Thiq c ritic a1 approach to program is one that the 
arcliitcc t i  Irla, Iia\e inherited from John Hejduk. \\it11 u11on1 
the! taught at the ( ooper Unior~ for man! !ear\. Indeed. 
Hejduk n a i  dda~r~ant in declaring that the role of the arc liitec-t 
is to in\ rnt nev prograrni. His rnoqt radic a1 i ~ i o n  of in\ erted 
programi tame in tile form of his Rlasques. such as the Berlin 
and Berlin Night Jla.quei. In these projects, HejduL emplo!ed 
an artl~itectural ~ a s t  of character- and a program that in many 
\+a?s read a- a \ (  ri~rt jor a theatrical production. Tlle-e projecti 
ha le  clear11 a h t e d  the approacli Dillrr and Scofidio take in 
addre-iing programmatic needi. \ isitorb to the Expo were 
drann to Blur in wch large nu~nlwr- because thr itructure 
inspired curiosit\. Bec ause the cloud of fog ho\ e r i n ~  upon the 
lake \+a\ such an uriuiual con-truct. ~ i i i t o r s  mere lured doun 
the entrance ramp and dared to don raincoats prmidecl at the 
entrance as the! began the proceqcion into the  mist. 4rrk ing at 
the tensegrit! frame, ~ i d o r s  entered the prirnar! ex11iGition 
<pace of the pa\ilion arid disco\eretl that, as the  architects put 
it. the ipectacle preser~ted rlotllirig to we. \loving further into 
the building and touarcli the top lex el of the paxilion. one ( ould 
.ample ~ar iouh bottled ~ + a t e r i  sold at the 4ngel Bar, or -imp11 
lool, through thr iog out touards the lake on the ohcer\ation 

L)iller + Scofidio's tvarn for the Suis- Expo conlpctition \+a- 
( ornpli*ed of 1 ellmar & Jauslin Ic 11itc.htur: \\ est 8. LanClh( ape 
irchitecti: Tristan Ixolrler. irchitect: Iu r l  Gartl. htruc.tura1 
En~ineer:  drrd Stephane \la! e. pr ojec t managcr. Before the\ 
h p r r  t o  d i iwss  the nature of tht. projcct'i clerigri. iri an 
attempt to define Diller + Scofidio'i role. tedm nielnhrri opted 
to lift 1)iller + Srolitlio r ~ o t  aq arc hitc~t- .  1)ut rather as the firm 
o\erweing --Immaterial Deqign." Tllii ur~uiual  rio~ncnc hture  
lo~eslindo\\ed the, uriorthodox nature of Diller + Scofidio'i 
c orltri1)utiorl. I s  the tcarrl progressed through the btages of 
dr+igrr and implc~nrntation of the i~  wlmi->ion. ~c.latiorl. 
het\\een tram rncwlberb crumbled. and ter~iiorls regarding 
jjrofei-ional role5 \\ere heighterretl. 4t a parti~ularl\ lo\+ point. 
\ e h o ~ a r  & Jauslirl atterrlpted to \\re& control of all alchitec - 
ture aua\ from Diller + S( ofidio. (letlaring that tlleir role 
h u l d  bc limited to media design. B 111 did the\ ~nal\e thii 
den~and? (:learll. 1)iller + Sc ofidio's I ision- oi arc hiterture and 
11uilding nere un~ettling e l en  to rnernhers of tlleir ow11 design 
team. TI+- conlrontation \+as an  ear11 indicator of the polarized 
reac tioni that the Blur Building would ex olte. because in the 
Elur Uuilding. architecture and media design are inseparable 
and inclistinguishable from one another. 

The mere possililit! of such a di\l&m enraged Diller + 
Scofldio, a i  did the iuggestion on 11ehalt of Expo rnanagemeut 
that anothe~ artist', vork 1w placed withiri Blur. In response to 
thii requeit. Elizabeth Diller and Ricardo Scofidio \\rote: "In 
res1101i~e to jour c all of last \\eel< . . . Tie ha\ e hegun to \+or~drr  
'i\liether the D 4  (Expc~ RIanagement) ha. reall! understood our 
I onc ept. Iniorrnirlg u i  at this late date that !ou want to add an 
art project inside Blur is as brutal a i  asking Jarllei Turrell to put 
aiiothel artist's norl, in hi> light enrironment.'*" The\ go on to 
explain that the! nould hc happ! to collaborate wit11 a lariet! 
ok p e t s .  nriters 01 artists in a media project: ho\+e\er. 41npl~ 
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tueelr metiiatetl and 'rc.aj' exprrier~t e that .er\e to sepalate 
arcllitei turd1 ty )c~r i~~ i r (  t* lrom that of c~~r i t r~i ipoiar \  111edia. 1 t, 
dtt(.rnpt to i~rl theiizr  tec .hr lo lo~ and dl (  hitec turr u.irig h i (  k> 
dnd pixel- d i  irreducible unit- of c-onstructior~."- It ii the 

Iri their irr>i-tenc e upor1 pre~entiilg architec ture as sonietliing 
eplierneral. fleetin;. and experiential. Diller + Scoiidioe- 
drihitet turr i- ( oniisterit in its ohjcc ti\ e to  sub^ ert. underniirie. 
and t hdllenge architectural concepts such a i  peimanrnie. 
nionumer~talit~. and ihelter. Iri mar11 uajs. the Blur Indding is 
a riatuial exterr~ion of Lliller + Stofidio'i practii e. The first 
retroilm ti1 e of IMler + Sc ofidio's I\ orlre iq c urrenth on d i + n  
at the R liitnej hlu.rum uf h e r i c a i i  k t  in he\\ lorli.  The 
architect.' in.tallation at the hitne! emplo\s ;1 robotic. arm 
 hat tliill- hole. iri thc. naUs of the exhihition throlighout its 
duration. 1. the rxhibit n~oxes  through time. it hecoinr. 
p1i1 iic a111 dernoli.11t.d. Lilie Blur. it i. a norL in the prowis of 
tliarige. It dc.itroji it-elf e x m  as it exists. Critics of Blur ma! s,ij 
that it ii  pure ipectacle-a tllrilling experience. h i t  not 
su l~i tant i~  e arc 11itrt turc. l e t  the point of Blur i- to drau 
attc~rrtion to arc hitcc-ture's dependence upon thr I i>ual. and to 
queitiolr what arc~hitecture could he~orne  if it I\ ere h.ed upon 
the rrlati01141ip Let\\cen the l m i l d i ~ ~ ~ .  it, ernironrnel~t. and it\ 
inhal~itarit- rather than Leing domiriated h! fornial ( oncerns. In 
the Blur Buildi~ip. form literall! dis-olxes. Sniis buildir~p 

Riiinp to tlleie challc.rip. the Blur Builtling qurstioni the need 
for and riatlire of Aelter. It daiec arc hitec t. to inc olporate 
unorthodox 1)uilding material. suc.11 as fog dritl uilrles. 
tec Iiriolop. both of uhich are in terache iri that the\ imnledi- 
ateh reillorid to the actioni of tlic huiltling's inhal~itanti. l e t  
el ell t h rw cipnific ant I h a l l e n p  c an be 1 itwed a< alixiliar~. 
Ire( alike in the end. the rnost signitic aiit quritlon- tlrr building 
po-e- are: 1\1iat arc the lirniti of drc hitec tuie. and \\hat happcnc 
after these lirnit. are trdnspres>rd? Blul i i  uriic~ttlirig. disorient- 
in;. d\nalnic. and tatahtic. ant1 it drlriands that d i  d l (  l l~trr ture 
change,, 110th architecti and inhal~itdnti must partic irate in it< 
rec i ration and prrpetual mutation+. 
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