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The wall is both a powerful metaphor and the most basic architectural element. “To bang 

the head against the wall,” “to hit the wall,” and “to build a wall around oneself,” are 

among the most commonly used metaphors that come to mind. In all of these, the wall 

has negative connotations. It is the sign of unfriendliness, frustration, estrangement and 

isolation. The wall is commonly conceived as a hard surface: large and blank. We cover 

the walls by painting or by hanging pictures on them to soften the effect. Materially and 

metaphorically the wall is a marker of boundaries, separations, cuts or breaks. 

Yet walls are needed for shelter and protection, privacy and enclosure. These are 

concepts that run contrary to the metaphorical associations of the wall, mostly related to 

attributes of permeability and communication, rather than the hard walls of architecture. 

Since it is neither plausible nor desirable to eliminate the wall from the architectural 

discipline, the question is how to think the wall differently? Can the wall function as a 

permeable delineation rather than a solid separation? This presentation is woven around 

three wall stories which enable me to address these questions and which point to other 

ways of looking not only at the materiality of the wall but also at the metaphorical walls 

that surround architecture as a discipline. These latter have historically guarded the 

fundamental premises of the discipline: The primacy of vision, the autonomy of 

architectural form and the genius of the master subject. 

Wall Story 1: The architecture of the wall 

 

Figures 1-2. Chip Bee Gardens, Singapore (Photographs by author) 
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Singapore, 1995: I live in a semidetached house with a small front garden which is 

separated from the neighbors’ with a chain-link fence on both sides. For most of the 

residents the chain link fence is a poor substitute for a wall. To increase their privacy, 

many line up their fence with pots of exotic plants. My neighbors’ pots are diligently 

watered every morning by their newly arrived and very hardly worked Filipino maid. 

With no maid and limited time, I often leave my small flower bed to be nurtured by the 

haphazard fall of tropical showers. One sunny morning, I notice spurts of water 

showering on my flowers through the fence that separates my garden from my 

neighbors’. Every morning from that day on, in between her routine acts of cleaning my 

neighbors’ front porch and two cars and watering their plants, the exhausted woman 

takes a brief moment to nurture my flowers. A brief moment which she steals from her 

employers who prohibit her to leave the house at all times. My flower bed is her only 

means of crossing the fence. 

Memories of love and care, which the Filipino woman had left behind, enable her to see 

the chain link fence different than a barrier. It allows her an-other moment to nourish an-

other space, an-other home perhaps that holds an unsymbolized promise. In this instance, 

the chain link fence, that poor wall substitute which is hardly worthy of record from the 

viewpoint of the architectural discipline, turns out to be the architectural marker of 

home. Yet architecture excludes this precious instance when the unhomeliness of the wall 

is dissolved. There is no master architect behind the scene and no spectacle to be seen. 

Let me then proceed by addressing the familiar terrain of the wall in architecture, i.e. the 

wall as we know it. The wall, as the basic element of architecture operates at a number of 

levels from the scale of the individual building to that of the city. First of all it separates 

spaces, and consequently subjects from one another. The wall is a barrier that not only 

isolates individuals but also creates isolated individuals. The wall regulates 

intersubjective intimacies.  

John Hejduk’s Wall House series is perhaps the most striking architectural intervention to 

surface the isolating power of the wall (Hejduk 292-309). In these theoretical designs for 

a single inhabitant, the exaggerated free-standing wall is the central element which 

functions as a threshold of awareness. It separates the circulatory elements placed on one 

side, from the cantilevered living spaces on the other. Each space serves a single function 

such as dining, living and sleeping. One has to go in and out of the single opening in the 

wall to access either one of these. Hejduk’s wall is a rare instance when the body of the 

inhabitant is in continuous dialogue with the materiality of the wall. In my reading it is 

one of the most remarkable architectural statements which highlights the divisive 

attribute of the wall and the sense of segregation that comes with it.
1
 The wall helps to 

name spaces based on their functions, rigorously separates the public from the private and 

functions as the most powerful element of isolation. 

The social significance of the idea of separation is most forcefully emphasized by 

architectural thinker Robin Evans in his seminal work, “Figures, Doors and Passages,” 

where he writes of a significant instance in the history of Western domestic architecture 

(Evans 55-93). Based on his study of interiors, Evans argues that there is a substantial 

cultural shift that is linked to the difference between the architecture of sixteenth century 

Italian houses and the houses of nineteenth century England. While many doors linked a 

single space to its neighbours in the former, each room had a single door to a connecting 

corridor in the latter. Hence the servant’s area of circulation were delineated and their 
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contact with the householders’ were minimized. Effectively connecting the isolation of 

rooms to the isolation of bodies, Evans writes about the paradoxically inverted 

relationship between the communicative efficiency of the corridor and the decreased 

bodily contact it allows. At one level this domestic history can be read as an instant in the 

history of the wall. Walls do not only contain identities but also help consolidate them. In 

this case class identities are reinforced by means of a simple architectural intervention. 

Indeed the wall performs its isolating function in the architecture of most of our 

contemporary urban building types. As one research reveals, today’s built environments 

are dominated by two types of spatial organisation: the open plan and the 

corridor/cellular room arrangement and both are defined by a specific attitude towards the 

boundary threshold (Hensel and Menges 16). Offices are typical examples. Until mid-20
th

 

century, they consisted of individual cells that opened to the continuous wall of a corridor 

much like the nineteenth century domestic examples cited by Evans. By removing the 

walls, the open plan office has been considered to be a revolutionary invention of the 

1950s as it promised to improve land use efficiency and provide spatial flexibility 

(Caruso 1). In terms of actual use however, the open office is hardly open at all. 

Decreased use of construction walls meant increased use of partition panels. Today, with 

its maze like quality and panoptical effect, the open office is under much scrutiny indeed. 

In the open office, despite the replacement of solid walls with low, light-weight panels, 

bodies are no less isolated then the corridor type, albeit immersed in increased noise 

levels and excessive surveillance.  

The wall is an element of control and surveillance. It facilitates naming the spaces and 

fixing the identities of not only functions and users but also nations and cultures. Perhaps 

the most violent interference of the wall with intersubjective relationships occurs when it 

is blown out of proportion to operate at the urban level. Leaving aside the defensive walls 

that have surrounded most historical cities which function as a boundary, the most recent 

examples embedded in our collective knowledge mercilessly cut through the city: The 

Berlin Wall and the Separation Wall in Jerusalem. The Berlin Wall which split the East 

from the West with a total border length of 155 kilometers, was a complex system of 

walls, fences, watchtowers and barriers. During its construction between1961 and 1975 

many streets, the railway and the S-Bahn (city railway) were broken, stations of the 

underground railway were closed, even cemeteries were not spared. Until its destruction 

in 1989, 192 persons were killed on the wall and 200 were injured by shooting (Berlin 

Wall Online Website).  

The 703 kilometers long separation wall in Israel on the other hand, was planned to annex 

a large portion of the West Bank to Israeli territory and effectively destroyed all 

continuity of life in the region. Cutting through the dense urban district of Jerusalem, it 

separates many not only from their friends, families and workplace but also from services 

and needs (Palestine History Website). The wall separates both Israelis from Arabs and 

Arabs from Arabs. In open areas, it is a very complex structure which consists of barbed 

wire, an anti-vehicle ditch, a dirt path to pick up footprints, an electric fence, another dirt 

path, an asphalt road, yet another dirt path, and more barbed wire. In built-up areas, it 

becomes a solid wall eight meters high.  

In these instances, by dissecting the land the wall separates citizens from citizens, 

cultures from cultures. As such, it helps solidify identities by reducing their bases to 

ethnicity, religion or political conviction: communists and capitalists, Israelis and 
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Palestinians, Jews and Arabs. There is a link between the architecture of the wall and 

cultural segregation which in fact ranges beyond the embarrassingly monumentalized 

walls that cut through cities to create strangers out of neighbours. 

Wall Story 2: The wall of architecture 

 

Figure 3. Angkor Watt, Cambodia, 10
th

 c., plan 

(http://theangkorguide.com/illustrations/images/19-plan-awat.jpg) 

 

Figure 4. Angkor Watt, Cambodia, 10
th

 c. exterior view 

(https://terragalleria.com/asia/cambodia/angkor-wat/picture.camb2919.html) 

USA, 1983: As a graduate student assistant in a North American University, I am sitting 

in the inevitable survey course where the grand narrative of the history of architecture is 

told – from Stonehenge to Postmodernism. As a gesture of political correctness a few 

lectures are thrown in on non-Western topics. Students are trying hard to memorize such 

names as the stupa or the pagoda. In the lecture on South East Asia, the plan of Angkor 

Wat, the great temple complex in Cambodia, is projected on the screen. My first exposure 

to Angkor Wat. I am bewildered. I try to make sense out of the parallel lines which as a 

young architecture student, do not quite fit my understanding of how the wall is 

represented in architectural plans. The following image reveals that these are not walls-

as-we-know-them. Sculpturework, loaded with symbolism, is the building. There is no 

way that these walls can make sense in traditional architectural representations. Or do 

they? What kind of architectural sense is at stake here? 

The following lecture is on Romanesque architecture. I take a sigh of relief. We are back 

on familiar terrain. However, the image of the Angkor Wat plan stays with me. It is the 

http://theangkorguide.com/illustrations/images/19-plan-awat.jpg
https://terragalleria.com/asia/cambodia/angkor-wat/picture.camb2919.html
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sign of the possibility of thinking not only the wall but our entire system of architectural 

representations differently. Does Architecture have the right to represent other 

architectures in its own terms? Or do different representations perhaps indicate different 

architectures?  

Equally significant to its dividing property, the wall envelopes the building and 

embellishes the latter with its façades. Providing an external surface, i.e. a face, to the 

building, the wall is one of the major determinants of architectural form, i.e. style. The 

façade exceeds the materiality of architecture. By means of the façade, the building is 

endowed with its stylistic identity and hence gains access to architectural discourse. As 

two contemporary architectural scholars put it, the partial autonomy of the façade as a 

distinct representational face of the building has existed since the late medieval and early 

Renaissance periods when “a categorical distinction [emerged] between a building’s 

walls and its façade, or face, the latter being its most expressive part. And what began 

during the early Renaissance has continued up until our own time” (Leatherbarrow and 

Mostafavi 9). One may say that the facade is situated at the intersection of the materiality 

of architecture and architectural discourse.
2
 Indeed, referring to a building by its 

architectural style is common not only in architectural circles but in popular discourse as 

well.  

On June 5, 2006 a Google search on “houses for sale” revealed 24,400,000 entries for 

“Modern” and 1,410,000 for “Victorian” houses. The style is a status symbol. “A house 

for sale” creates a different effect than “a Victorian house for sale.” If at the material 

level the wall bounds spaces, separates interiors from exteriors and hence effects 

subjectivities, at the level of signification it bounds architectural identities. Without the 

façade how would one be able to distinguish a modern building from a Victorian one in 

one snapshot? It is not accidental that my example comes from Real Estate 

advertisements. Indeed, the predominant emphasis on visuality that fuels the Real Estate 

market is complementary to the primacy of vision that has prevailed in architectural 

discourse since the eighteenth century. The haptic space of architecture is forgotten in the 

obsessional fascination with its optical features. 

The dominant fiction of the architectural discipline privileges form, which is closely tied 

to visuality. Architectural styles are named on formal, hence visual grounds. Since the 

appearance of architectural history as a discipline, style has been the most widespread 

basis of classification. Arguably the earliest architectural history book by Fischer von 

Erlach in 1721 contains the following statement (von Erlach in Watkin 2): 

Artists will here see, that Nations dissent no less in their Taste for Architecture, than in Food 

and Raiment, and, by comparing one with the other they themselves make a judicious Choice. 

From the beginning of architectural history then, architectural style has been seen as an 

attribute of nations. The third section of Erlach’s book is entitled, “Some Arab and 

Turkish Buildings as well as Modern Persian, Siamese, Chinese and Japanese 

Architecture.” For him, architectural identification is clearly juxtaposed with national and 

cultural identity. 

More than a century later in 1896, Sir Banister Fletcher’s by now classic survey A 

History of Architecture on the Comparative Method for the Student, Craftsman and 

Amateur appeared with the famous diagram of the tree of architecture as its frontispiece. 

There, significantly not only architectural classification is made on the basis of nations, 
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but illustrating the name of each nation is a façade. Fulfilling the premises laid out by 

Erlach, Fletcher seems to be convinced that the façade is the means of comparing various 

architectures, which in turn are defined by national boundaries.  

The fact that the historiography of architecture coincides with the history of nation states 

and colonial encounters played a predominant role in the naming of architecture on 

cultural and national bases. As such, power relations and assumed hierarchies between 

different nations articulated with architectural differences. Needless to say, Fletcher’s tree 

does not offer an impartial comparison between different cultures. There, the colonies are 

placed below the part of the trunk where the ancient Greek heritage is marked as the 

starting point for all Western architectural cultures. National hierarchies construct 

architectural hierarchies.
3
 

Even today, in most architectural schools the canonical survey courses consist of such 

lecture topics as Egyptian, Ancient Greek, Roman and Renaissance architectures. More 

“politically correct” syllabi which include non-Western topics contain titles like Islamic, 

Indian or Southeast Asian architecture. The point is that these names are not derived from 

a vocabulary that is based on architectural qualities like form and space. An architectural 

topography is conveniently juxtaposed with a national/cultural one. The point is not 

whether a homogenous architectural vocabulary can be defined to correspond to each 

culture or nation. Rather, such a classification empowers a discourse based on cultural 

divisions and separations. To name means to build an invisible wall. 

The architectural wall then fulfills a double function. By its materiality it bounds the 

building separating the interior from the exterior. By its formal attributes it consolidates 

national/cultural boundaries. The architectural wall separates cultures.  

Wall Story 3: Dissolving the wall 

 

Figure 5. Ocean D, Glass Wall project, prototype for a glass surface, 2003 

(http://www.desıgnboom.com/eng/funclub/surface.html) 
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Figure 6. Zaha Hadid, Kartal project, Istanbul, 2006  

(http://www.arkitera.com/competitionproject.php?action=displayProject&ID=88&year=&aID

=579) 

Izmir, 2006: Two architectural models come on my way in totally unrelated contexts: The 

first one belongs to the Glass Wall Project by the architectural firm Ocean D; the second 

to a project for a central business district in Istanbul by the internationally renowned 

architect Zaha Hadid. Both are unmistakable products of the relatively new interest in 

the use of digital technologies in architecture. I am struck twice: first by the sheer beauty 

of the objects and second by their astounding formal similarity. Conventional 

architectural representations of the wall consist of hardly more than two thick lines. 

Representations at the urban scale, on the other hand, contain complex networks of 

transportation lines, functional habitation zones and topographical indicators. They may 

contain but are different than representations of walls. The wall belongs to the realm of 

form, urbanity to that of space.  

Here both the wall and the architecture of the city are rendered unfamiliar. In these 

representations form and space overlap. The boundary between the materiality of the 

wall and the spatiality of architecture seems to have dissolved. What are the 

consequences of this dissolution? What kind of wall and what sort of architecture are at 

stake here? 

Ocean D’s glass wall project was part of an important architectural exhibition held in 

2003, named “Sign as Surface: Meaning Beyond the New Digital Aesthetic.” The 

exhibition consisted of built and speculative projects by ten young architectural studios 

from the United States, Europe and Australia.
4
 The aim of the event was to establish a 

dialogue between two seemingly opposing architectural concerns of signification and 

material formation. In the curator’s terms, that implied the distinction between “practices 

rooted in representation and metaphor and those founded on material systems and 

organizations” (Schumacher Web site). As Ocean D’s explanation of their project 

clarifies, their prime concern was clearly the latter. This is what they say at their web site:  

This Research and Development project is a full size prototype of a free-standing glass 

boundary, using innovative vacuum-formed glass technology. (…) The fold lines flow across 

the sheets of glass, embedding an increased structural performance compared with flat vertical 

planes of material. The folded geometries can be installed to respond to dynamic contextual 

and user information, guiding differential structural flows across and down to a supporting 
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ground. (…) The degree of fold, the orientation of trajectory and the position and size of hole 

can all be scripted to control the relation to input information. The glass will be treated to 

respond dynamically to light, with diachroic films and surface treatments, experimenting with 

a range of visual and material effects.” (emphases mine) 

Here, the complex materiality of the wall is strikingly described in highly technical 

jargon. Terms like “vacuum formed glass technology,” “fold lines,” “differential 

structural flows,” and “diachronic films” are not embedded in the discourse of 

architectural theory, let alone our daily discourse. One can obviously talk about any work 

of architecture in purely technical terms. The point here is that these are the only terms 

that Ocean D architects chose to use to present their project.  

And indeed those who are familiar with recent developments in architectural education 

and practice cannot help but realize an emerging new jargon which is mostly the outcome 

of increasing use of digital technologies. Architecture certainly cannot do without 

computer modelling techniques, digital cutters and the latest software anymore. 

Consequently, a whole new terminology seems to have invaded the discipline including 

such terms like surface architecture, algorithms, mopho-ecologies and Lindenmayer 

Systems. Looking at the ensuing formal products, the familiar phrase, “computers are just 

tools for architecture, they do not facilitate design,” does not seem to make sense 

anymore.
5
 

The models for Ocean D’s glass wall and Zaha Hadid’s project for Istanbul call for 

attention exactly at this juncture. These are not only the outcome of new representational 

techniques but also speak to us differently about architecture. In fact, taken out of 

context, one may mistake them as works of contemporary art rather than functional 

projects. To avoid the risk of reading too much into the singular wall, I turn to the 

architectural project first. 

The Kartal project is an outline design for a new landscape as a relaxed, sprawling, 

morphing net, appropriately termed “soft grid” by its architect. It is openly and 

straightforwardly presented as an abstraction rather than a representation. In this soft-

grid, there are no familiar traces of urbanity as-we-know-it. The same architect had used 

a similar approach in her North Point project for Singapore where she claims an analogy 

with the spatial repertoire and morphology of natural landscape formations. Stating that 

the regulation of the building heights is an easily instituted normal planning procedure, 

Hadid says that “the project releases the powerful aesthetic potential in this ordinary 

planning tool (…) The streets, paths and the built fabric are defined by the swaying 

pattern of grid lines and integrate the scheme to the various urban grids of the adjacent 

areas” (Hadid Web site). The architect claims that while the proposed natural 

morphology is no less lawful and cohesive than the Platonic system it is free and 

malleable at any stage of its development, always able to absorb adaptations into its 

system of natural beauty.  

I would argue that a similar discourse can be generated concerning the wall and arguably 

others which are generated by means of digitally calculated intensities. If Ocean D’s glass 

wall seems devoid of functionality, Martin Jameson’s rooftop gallery has a clearly 

defined function (Ainley, Barrett and Johnston 36-39). At one level, this too, can be seen 

as a wall project, where the boundaries of the wall, floor and ceiling are dissolved. Ocean 

D explores the transparency of glass. Jameson’s project is presented as a spatial 

exploration in lighting. In both cases, the wall is not constructed on the basis of 
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separation and division but permeability. Be it topography, light, heat or such other 

variables as lines of stress distribution, the new formal vocabulary of architecture is 

derived from the materiality of the project’s immediate circumstances.  

  

Figures 7-8. Martin Jameson, Rooftop Gallery, model and material study 

(http://www.aainter3.net/martin/) 

In as early as 1973, seminal architectural thinker Reyner Banham stated his concern for 

“the separation between architecture (meaning gross structure) and technology (meaning 

the rest of the physical plant) (Banham 11).
6
 Quoting the typical architectural response to 

environmental provisions as “Never mind all that environmental rubbish, get on with 

your architecture,” he stated that in their preoccupation with form, architects paid little 

attention to the latter, which hardly reflected on architectural representations such as the 

plan, section and elevation. In contemporary projects such provisions are integral to form. 

Unlike conventional approaches which inscribe the architect’s signature on a piece of 

land that is viewed as tabula rasa, here the proposed forms are organically linked to the 

elements of the existing terrain. Architecture clearly cannot use fixed lengths and fixed 

proportions as aesthetic elements any more but increasingly relies on connectivities 

which generate new formal possibilities at an unprecedented degree. 

The question then is what to make of these new formal possibilities? What to make of the 

fact that the discourse on these forms is mostly formal and technical? At first sight it 

seems easy to dismiss the latter as yet another example of globalized anonymity and 

cultural poverty. However, I would argue that the new approaches to architecture and 

their ensuing forms may potentially generate new and productive ways of re-thinking the 

discipline itself. 

First of all, by concentrating on the immediate materiality of the environmental context, 

the new approaches to architecture may help to dismantle frozen and consolidated 

cultural codes that have invaded the discipline at least since the 18
th

 century. The wall is 

potentially liberated from its stylistic burden. It’s shape is determined by the amount of 

light, heat and noise or by calculations of stress distribution and the like.  

However, the fact that there are no culturally loaded codes here does not mean that 

architecture lapses back to its modernist claim to the autonomy of universal form. On the 

contrary, rather than dictating a universal form and an ensuing universal culture, 

architecture frees cultural expression from pre-coded systems of signification. Here 

culture is no longer a totalizable entity that can be reduced to physical form. The tight 
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weave of architectural materiality and cultural signification is untangled. The cultural 

walls of architecture are potentially dismantled.  

The new forms cannot claim universality by any means since they are derived from the 

immediacy of the material circumstances in which they are located. Hence culture is 

inevitably embedded in the present tense of the everyday, rather than in the signs and 

symbols of a constructed past. Potentially at least, the architect does not dictate an 

imagined and idealized way of being. S/he is the generator of a flexible regulatory 

network which is composed of lines, movements, speeds, and intensities rather than of 

things and their relations. The issue is less what it is than what it can do. The addressee of 

this network is the subject of intensities and flows whose identity cannot be encapsulated 

within the presumably familiar boundaries of a given culture. The new walls of 

architecture do not confine their inhabitants but allow them to make and remake places.  

Having said all this, these new walls do not rule out the option of being read in 

conventionally and conveniently functionalist terms. The jury report on the Kartal project 

is exemplary in that respect with its emphasis on function and finality rather than the 

opportunities offered by the soft grid. The report’s focus is on building types, parcel 

sizes, cultural and recreational facilities and the volumetric hierarchy of buildings.
7
 

Seeking the security of the familiar, the possibility of an-other way of seeing urban 

inhabitation is conveniently overlooked.  

The issue then becomes to what extent it is possible to apply the new formal possibilities 

without idealizing or domesticating them. At a theoretical level, this is precisely the point 

where a possible disjunction between engagement with material formation and concerns 

of signification comes to the fore.
8
 This approach prevents a forced superimposition of 

the built environment as a material system and architecture as a social, cultural and 

administrative tool. It is precisely these architects’ emphasis on the materiality of 

architecture that enables new significations to emerge rather than being determined prior 

to any architectural intervention. 

Conclusion 

I would argue that recent approaches to architecture are significant in holding the 

potential to challenge the fundamental premises of the discipline that I mentioned at the 

beginning of this presentation: The primacy of vision, the autonomy of architectural form 

and the genius of the master subject. The wall stories that structured this presentation 

provide three possible alternatives in that direction. They all challenge these premises – 

albeit in different ways. The first one, the chain link fence in Singapore is a story of 

exclusion. The impermeability of the boundary of the architectural discipline prevents 

this from being considered as an architectural story per se. The second one, the Angkor 

Wat story, is one of appropriation. It illustrates the fact that the discipline does not accept 

others as others unless it renders them similar to itself. The third one deserves more 

elaboration here since it points out to new possibilities from within the institution of 

architecture. 

Back to Ocean D’s wall then. To be sure, this project addresses other senses besides, and 

if not more than, vision. Since the degree of fold is scripted to control the relation to input 

information for example, the spatial effect that is created by this wall is prone to change 

based on the input. Form, space and use are intertwined in unprecedented ways as space 
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is now defined by environmental gradient thresholds rather than material boundary 

thresholds.  

[Environmental gradient thresholds] establish environments, such as the campfire, that 

dynamically differentiate spaces by providing exposure to a spectrum of environmental 

conditions across a gradient. In contrast to the dichotomous tectonic divisions between inside 

and outside, private and public, warm and cold, these gradient and dynamic threshold 

conditions allow for differentiation and individual choice based on subjective needs and 

experiences (Hensel and Menges 18). 

The example of the campfire is used by Banham as an example of nomad societies who 

group their activities around a central focus where the boundaries of space are vague and 

adjustable according to need (Banham 20). This is opposed to other cultures where space 

is limited by walls, floors and ceilings. Even in “free” or “unlimited” spaces, Banham 

argues, architects retain the rectangular format of walled rooms. There is a significant 

difference in the conception of space that is formed by rigid boundaries and contains 

bodies and that which is defined by the needs and desires of the very bodies that it 

accommodates. 

The new understanding of the wall is certainly not that of a solid boundary. It neither 

provides a conventional facade nor is it static to be captured in one single snapshot as its 

performance changes based on context. Due to its changing nature that is embedded in its 

very materiality, it can never be imported as finite form. Its meaning is not only effected 

by the cultural context that it is situated in but also by the material circumstances such as 

light conditions.  

Most importantly perhaps, the new digital technologies complicate issues of authorship 

and signature in architecture. Thanks to these, material and fabrication processes can be 

much more integral to the architectural product than what conventional practices allow. 

Architects’ formal interventions are now relatively limited by the material context of the 

building in unprecedented ways. And precisely because of this limitation a plethora of 

new possibilities emerge in the interpretation of conventional architectural elements. As 

one critic remarked in the context of the Sign as Surface symposium, “a nurb-surface can 

articulate a tectonic concept that might develop into a structural skin with structurally 

integrated apertures and that might produce intriguing window-equivalents” (Schumacher 

Web site) Similarly, the digitalization of say stress distribution lines may reveal support 

elements that have nothing to do with conventional columns in visual terms. Without a-

priori conceptualizations of function and performance, culturally coded architectural 

preconceptions and conventional uses of space can be challenged to an unprecedented 

extent. 

Perhaps the new digital technologies are more than just new tools for otherwise 

conventional architectural practices. Perhaps the new walls that emerge in the 

architectural field facilitate not only a new aesthetics, but also different ways of thinking, 

drawing and building which in turn may render architecture’s disciplinary walls much 

more porous, communicative and permeable than before. 
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