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INTRODUCTION

The project explores hybrid ways of making - reviving 19th Century metal electroforming tech-
niques and adjusting them to contemporary design and fabrication methods. In re-imagining
electroforming as an intrepid, present-day process that moves beyond the simple replication
of metallic objects on a master form, the strategy tests novel aesthetic, material and economic
possibilities in service of mass customization. Using expendable and embedded substrates, the
prototypes generate distinct metallurgical ornament and articulated skins. More importantly,
perhaps, the process also conceives of a new mode of small-scale fabrication — one that is adap-

tive, nomadic and generative.

TECHNIQUE

Electroforming is a deceptively simple process, produced through the deployment of a series
of variable and contingent components: matrix material, chemical bath, and substrate.
Conventionally, the practice begins with a mold, or master, whose surface is made conducting
with a thin coat of graphite powder or paint. A wire is attached to the conducting surface and the
mold is suspended in an electrolyte solution. Electro-deposition of the material - typically alloy
foil, silver, nickel, or copper - is activated using electrical currents. When the mold is coated to the

desired thickness, the object is removed from the bath and divorced from the mold.

The outward straightforwardness of the process disguises the range of effects that can be
achieved through the adjustment of the matrix mix, plating bath composition, and conditions of
the depositor. All of these factors contribute to the production of components that cannot be
realized via sheet metal fabrication techniques. When correctly calibrated, the operation eco-
nomically allows for unmatched dimensional accuracy, thin material sections, complex curva-
tures, and refined detailing with no limit to the size of the object that can be electroformed. By
re-conceiving the master as a disposable, or inexpensive artifact, the process is perfectly adapted

to contemporary logics of mass customization.

ORNAMENTAL SKIN

In developing a series of prototypical articulated hollow metal modules, we were interested in
maximizing efficiency and variation. To that end, the project explores the potential of a single
interlocking module with three discrete topographies to create the appearance of endless varia-
tions as an ornamental interior or exterior cladding system. A catalogue of 100 adaptations illus-
trates how the tessellated pattern can be tailored to particular aesthetic requirements. Mindful
of the expense of customized fabrication, the project deploys vacuum formed styrene plates pro-
duced from cnc milled medium density fiberboard in order to effectively diffuse the cost of the
original millwork over the span of the production run. And by ensuring that the cost of the repli-

cated master remains low, playful ornamentation makes a plausible comeback.

RELEVANCE

Electroforming is relevant to architecture today for four reasons: first, the process works at any
scale, from a cufflink to a submarine. Second, recyclability is embedded in the process, meaning
any failed units can be dissolved back into the solution. Third, the technique lends itself to short-
run production—a midpoint between the artisanal one-off and mass replication. And, finally,

electroforming offers the potential of “nomadic production” with a compact, portable lab.
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