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Historically, environmental mediati on and its relati on to cul-
tural producti on found a broad audience in Superstudio’s 
iconic project, The Conti nuous Monument. As is well known, 
The Conti nuous Monument proposes a global infrastructure 
of uniformly structured and conditi oned interior space as a 
polemical response to largely unchecked suburban growth 
that was widespread in 1960s Italy. According to Aldolfo 
Natalini, however, the proposal “should not be understood 
in its physical sense, but as a visual and verbal metaphor for 
a rati onal and orderly distributi on of resources.” While not 
intended as a literal material propositi on, considering The 
Conti nuous Monument as such reveals strong resonances 
with much contemporary development. Consisti ng of noth-
ing more than a mirrored surface and a uniform grid, both 
The Conti nuous Monument and many new constructi ons 
rely on the utt er banality of architecture in achieving their 
goals. These utt erly banal buildings, in turn, rely on equally 
banal technology; in this case, silicone joint sealant. Simply 
acknowledging this resemblance, however, fails to elucidate 
anything unique about the present moment in architecture 
and urbanism. Looking with a more criti cal eye att uned to 
contemporary politi cal, economic, and cultural phenomena 
opens the door for new interpretati ons. In this paper, the 
assumed materiality of The Conti nuous Monument is used 
as a point of departure to consider the contemporary built 
environment as a complex assemblage of social and environ-
mental relati ons mobilized by design decisions.

INTRODUCTION
Since the mid-twenti eth century, silicone joint sealant has 
become increasingly popular in large-scale constructi on 
projects. Prior to its widespread use, joints largely relied on 
mechanical fasteners and narrow material tolerances, but with 
the rising use of silicone, design details began to rely on its 
plasti city.1 In these applicati ons, silicone joint sealant acts as a 
mediator. Given the ubiquity of this product in the built envi-
ronment, my purpose here is to examine the supply chain of 
silicone joint sealant to enroll seemingly disparate landscapes 
into the same architectural system. Like the product itself, this 
paper seeks to establish relati ons between unlike parts in the 
supply chain of constructi on, acti ng as a mediator between 
building material, labor conditi ons, environmental regulati ons, 
and capital fl ows. 

Here, my interest is specifi cally rooted in the banal, considered 
both aestheti cally and technologically. Aestheti cally, banal-
ity can take many forms, but in this case, a uniform grid of 

refl ecti ve surfaces consti tutes what I consider to be “lacking 
originality, freshness, or novelty,” as the defi niti on suggests.2

Technologically, banality resides in the unseen and unnoti ced 
processes or products that remain fundamental to a build-
ing’s existence. In this case, silicone joint sealant. To examine 
these characteristi cs, the following narrati ve features two built 
projects—one ordinary and the other extraordinary—to make 
claims about the uti lity of banality in both architecture and 
capitalism, citi ng an infl uenti al moment in architectural history 
and theory along the way.

DRAWING BANALITY
For the ordinary building under examinati on, the key point of 
departure lies buried in constructi on documents, which outline 
the material assemblies required to execute the design.3 The 
curtain wall elevati ons, in parti cular, reveal the ambiti on of a 
largely homogenous glazing strategy that somehow strives for 
banality in its gridded refl ecti vity. (Figure 1) Technologically, it 
falls to another drawing type to reveal the functi on of silicone 
joint sealant, the detailed wall secti on. In the detailed wall 
secti on, the architects delineate precisely how the material 
assembly will perform its duti es, namely acti ng as a thermal 
barrier.4 Whether interior or exterior, these wall secti ons rely 
on the invisible work done by silicone joint sealant, specifi ed 
by its material identi fi cati on number annotated in the drawing. 
Regardless of the parti cular material properti es of the assem-
bly, silicone joint sealant is oft en required to compensate for 
the tolerances that inevitably appear in constructi on, making 
its presence in the built environment pervasive. Zooming into 
the most detailed drawing in the constructi on document set 
shows how criti cal this material technology is to the perfor-
mance of the building and, by extension, citi es at large.

With so many applications throughout the building, 
the quanti ty of silicone joint sealant required for the 
225,000-square-foot project is staggering. For the interior 
fi nishes alone, nearly 70,000 square feet of surface to be 
sealed at $0.61 per square foot, one of the cheapest building 
products per unit, adding nearly $43,000 to the total building 
cost. For the exterior walls, another 37,000 square feet of 
material requires sealing for a total of $22,000. And if that 
was not enough, the builders added another $13,000 lump 
sum for more sealant, bringing the total budget for silicone 
joint sealant to $77,715.5

In additi on to the typical drawing set, constructi on docu-
ments also require specifi cati ons that outline a range of 
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building products that can be used to make the building as 
designed. In this case, the specifi cati on for the joint sealant 
indicated in the drawings points to a range of manufacturers, 
the fi rst of which is Dow Corning, headquartered in Midland, 
Michigan with a branch plant in Carrollton, Kentucky. Building 
on theories developed in science and technology studies and 
heeding Marx’s guidance to venture into the “hidden abode 
of producti on,” as recently pointed out by geographer Matt  
Huber, the narrati ve now travels up the supply chain to the 
sites of manufacture and extracti on in an att empt to enroll 
more eff ects and more consequences into the system, some-
thing typically avoided by architects and designers who seek 
to limit the input variables in order to make achieving sustain-
ability more likely.6

SOURCING BANALITY
Carrollton, Kentucky is located on the northern border of 
the state along the Ohio River. The Dow Corning plant in 
Carrollton began operati ng in 1965 and is responsible for the 
manufacture of the company’s silicone material portf olio. In 
August 2017, Dow Chemical and DuPont merged to become 
the world’s largest chemical company; this merger builds on 

the legacy of another historic merger from 2001 when Dow 
Chemical purchased Union Carbide, made famous aft er Dow 
refused to take responsibility for the conti nued devastati on 
caused by the Bhopal disaster many years earlier.7 On the 
ground, the plant is surrounded by a large berm that off ers 
only fl eeti ng glimpses into the facility, creati ng yet another 
instance of designed banality. 

Since 2000, DowDuPont has been fined more than 
$200,000,000 for environmental, anti trust, and labor viola-
ti ons, and in August 2016 the Carrollton plant was the subject 
of a $100,000 civil penalty for air quality infracti ons.8 The 
Carrollton plant is one of many manufacturing sites along 
the Ohio River that enjoy Foreign-Trade Zone (FTZ) status, a 
designati on that many have yoked to the rise of neoliberal-
ism.9 Other building products manufacturers with FTZ status 
include CertainTeed Gypsum, PMC Organometallix, North 
American Stainless, Nucor Steel, among others, making the 
industrial corridor a model of neoliberal practi ces in the 
constructi on industry.10 Importantly, much of the labor and 
resources that make these processes possible derive from a 
landscape synonymous with exploitati on and neglect, made 
visible in mountaintop removal sites in eastern Kentucky. 
(Figure 2) These landscapes, when drawn together through 
their supply chain of a ubiquitous building product, begin 

Figure 1: Curtain wall elevati ons illustrati ng designed banality.
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to reveal a more complex understanding of sustainability in 
design.

THEORIZING BANALITY
Theories of the banal in architectural history are not new, but 
they have generally gravitated toward the everyday spaces 
of contemporary life. Robert Venturi and Denise Scott  Brown 
made the quoti dian arti facts of Las Vegas the subject of their 
now-famous design studio at Yale, as documented in the book 
Learning from Las Vegas. Bernard Rudofsky’s Architecture 
without Architects and Margaret Crawford’s Everyday 
Urbanism contribute to the genre that might trace its intel-
lectual origins to Henri Lefebvre’s series, Criti que of Everyday 
Life, as recently pointed out by Deborah Fausch in her essay 
on the ordinary.11 These studies, however, stray from how I’m 
treati ng the ordinary and the everyday, which is less visible. 
More aligned with how I’m using it is the provocati ons put 
forward by Superstudio. Most emblemati c of the presence 
of banality in architecture is their project for The Conti nuous 
Monument.

While their catalog of built work is slim, Superstudio’s con-
tributi ons to criti cal practi ces in architecture are signifi cant. 
The phenomenon against which they staged their most iconic 
interventi on was the suburbanizati on of much of the Italian 
landscape.12 The Conti nuous Monument, called a “nega-
ti ve utopia” by its authors, proposes a global infrastructure 
of uniformly structured and conditi oned interior space as 
a polemical response to the largely unchecked suburban 
growth that was widespread in 1960s Italy and elsewhere. 
Consisti ng of a series of collages, the project existed only in 
the imaginati on, aided by the graphically compelling images 
that depicted the omnipresence of the object. (Figure 3) 
The project pressed on mounti ng issues of environmen-
tal degradati on that were becoming mainstream at that 
ti me, depicti ng The Conti nuous Monument towering over 
an otherwise untrammeled landscape. In each collage, the 
unrelenti ng grid exists in sharp contrast with its immediate 
surroundings, as one historian recounts, “cleared and ren-
dered homogeneous by the politi cal and cultural processes 
of second capitalism.”13

Figure 2: Mountaintop removal site in Letcher County (Mountaintop Removal 
Road Show) 
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The grid, according to Adolfo Natalini, was not to be taken liter-
ally. Rather, it was “a visual and verbal metaphor for a rati onal 
and orderly distributi on of resources.”14 Nevertheless, the 
banality of the system remains intact while achieving monu-
mentality through its scale. The grid was later taken up as a 
device to symbolize the theory of minimum eff ort in design 
that became one of Superstudio’s legacies. In the years fol-
lowing The Conti nuous Monument, the furniture and fabric 
series called Quaderna illustrates the manifestati on of this 
technique. In another catalogue image, the furniture series 
quite closely resembles the juxtapositi ons fi rst proposed in 
The Conti nuous Monument, as a sort of suspended competi -
ti on between the natural and the arti fi cial. 

While not intended as a literal material propositi on, con-
sidering The Conti nuous Monument as such reveals strong 
resonances with much contemporary development in how 
it exploits the banal. Examples of how fragments of The 
Conti nuous Monument exist in contemporary citi es are 
pervasive, evident in most business districts or offi  ce parks.

Consisti ng of nothing more than a mirrored surface and a 
uniform grid, both The Conti nuous Monument and many con-
temporary constructi on projects rely on the utt er banality of 
architecture in achieving their goals. These utt erly banal build-
ings, in turn, rely on equally banal technology; in this case, 
silicone joint sealant. Also dependent on banality in deliver-
ing politi cal interests are extraordinary buildings that more 
clearly arti culate the relati onship between Superstudio’s 
cauti onary tale and the reality of contemporary neoliberal 
practi ces in design and constructi on, more so than the hum-
ble project that began the story.15

BUILDING BANALITY
Designed by Rafael Viñoly, the luxury condominium tower 
sneaks its eliti st program into midtown Manhatt an with an 
unpresumptuous aestheti c and an even more unpresumptu-
ous name, 432 Park Avenue. The presumptuous part of the 
building lies in its height, a towering 1,396 feet that relies on 
a real estate friendly zoning ordinance in New York City that 
allows for air rights to be transferred between properti es. 

Figure 3: Drawing with movable tab by Adolfo Natalini for The Conti nuous 
Monument from 1969 (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library)
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Also presumptuous is the fact that the building is seeking a 
sustainability badge, as it is currently under review for LEED 
certi fi cati on.

The interior reeks of abundance in every way. Abundant space 
with units as large as 8,000 square feet, abundant volume 
with ceiling heights of 12 feet 6 inches, and abundant views 
framed by 10 foot square windows that uniformly wrap the 
exterior. Photographs of 432 Park Avenue as built make for 
an uncanny resemblance to the megastructure proposed by 

Superstudio nearly 50 years earlier. (Figure 4) The unrelent-
ing grid adorning a pure geometric form in The Conti nuous 
Monument was meant to foretell a future of unmiti gated 
growth, and in the case of 432 Park Avenue it manifests a 
spati al fi x that is emblemati c of neoliberalism.

At nearly $100 million dollars, the penthouse units cater to 
the global elite, serving as both investment and symbol, rarely 
as housing.16 And at its core, the building is defi ned by its win-
dow, which, of course, relies on silicone joint sealant, among 

Figure 4: Photograph of 432 Park Avenue (432 Park Avenue Sales Offi  ce)
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