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levitate as it was being tested. Into the volume of the high
bay, the architects imagined inserting various objects—
some efficient and straight, some twisted and warped.
They drew preliminary sketches of landed dirigibles and
colossal chandeliers. They envisioned an architectural
shell set on the floor, parametrically accommodating a
range of programmatic demands including mechanical
systems and circulation, as well as satisfying the
rhetorical or tropological ambitions of the architects.

And yet, though any one of these architectural figures
may have been able to describe its own conception and
autonomous formal development, a separate structure set
on the floor of the vast space could not ipso facto account
for its own generation in relation to the high bay. Its
phenomenal “meaning” may have been framed and
nuanced by the original building, but the insertion would
not be materially connected to it. This is the moment when
the inserted object’s tropological systematicity and the
arrangement of its signifying features must make a leap
from a constative mode of being there to a performative
one of doing now. And this is the moment when a single
decision about what the architecture would do made the
difference in everything: It would hang; the architecture
would make its sensory appearance in the material
inscription of hanging from the high bay itself.

MATERIALITY IS DEFINED IN
OPPOSITION T0 PHENOMENALITY
—A VIRTUAL MATERTALITY THAT

ACTUALIZES ITSELF IN
ARCHITECTURE FORMS AND
FIGURES WITHOUT RESEMBLING
THESE EMBODIMENTS.

You complain again that there is nothing extraordinary
in all this, that such performative gestures are just the
nature of the architect’s métier, the achievement of an
always-sought-for adequacy of form to content, the
moment of the formalization of an intuition. But in your
characteristically taciturn way, you make my case for me.
Hanging “the crib” directly from the crane seems to allow
the new project to access the same matrix of materiality
that was determinate of your 1939 project. But then,

the very materiality of this virtual ordering system
designates an interruption of the phenomenal
proceedings, announcing its arrival from an unreachable
exteriority, which is nevertheless what has produced both
your and Tehrani’s figures in the first place.

The crib is a paragon of a primitive architectural figure
that comprises (following Gottfried Semper) the requisite
solid masonry base (albeit a very thin one); the woven
and tautly stretched steel mesh enclosure; a tectonically
complex roof with an array of struts, rods, cables, and
connectors; and finally, in place of the hearth, that primal
marker of place and community, the architecture studio—
zero ground of the creative act itself. But the crib is not
without threat to its supporting host. In order to install
itself, it has stilled the once-dynamic crane. Its struts and
rods are not just structural; they are double-directional
vectors, sending affect and image information outward
even as they penetrate the dermis of the old Hinman,
probing to suck out some of its architectural DNA, The
stainless steel diagrid that wraps the crib can then be
understood to issue from the same materiality indexed by
your reticulated glazing and brick cladding. The plywood
casing that protectively encloses your original stair,
doubling and refolding it, is but an alternative instance
of the same virtual archive. Materiality thus threatens
to disarticulate the figures; it delivers us beyond the
immediate experience of its concrete actualization to
mnemonic programs and archives that precede and
legislate these effects. In other words, materiality for
Tehrani, as for you, goes all the way down, entailing a
correlated respect for past architectures and the history
of the discipline.

On the other hand, materiality controls the crib,
whose other countenance is a wispy but precise marion-
ette dangling in midair, its threads moving through
parabolic twists. The supporting tension rods double as
tectonic tracers, like dressmaker’s darts, to help wrap the
steel cloth without sags. Thus besides denoting signifiers
of a discourse or contours of a silhouette, they also trace
forces and energies that have no regard for the recogniz-
able. Materiality operates in contradiction to figure and
affect with the threat to take away phenomenal substance
and with it, the very possibility of reference or semiosis,
as the suspended puppet figure disaggregates into
geometry and geometry into airy inscription. Its rigor
is volatile and uncontrollable because it is other and
external, a kind of suspension of the transformatory-
synthesizing power of aesthetic intention. But it would
be the oppasite of a phenomenological epoché (which
leads us to the meaning of our experience), since it is
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a bracketing or blotting out of any meaning whatsoever.
Take Tehrani’s spiral stair. As figure, it is the semitrans-
parent architecture-snake that has swallowed whole the
squirming program-rabbit. And yet, as the corrosive
force of materiality does its work, that image threatens
to disintegrate into mere marks of movement and
connection—a pleated ribbon, a spiral vector, and an
open mesh sock—which is to say, to disarticulate into
what might be thought of as architectural glyphs: not
even words, much less figures.

Here, too, | must complicate our understanding of
causality. For while | have insisted that architectural
materiality is anterior to architectural phenomena, it is
not the case that there is a causality running directly from
the former to the latter. It is, rather, a causality in which
phenomenal effects—like the cocooning of the stair or
stringing of the studio—chase back after material causes,
constantly refiguring them (which is another way that
Tehrani’s intervention finds common connection to your
Hinman). The materiality of architecture does not emerge
diachronically. As Claude Lévi-Strauss said about
language, materiality appears “all at once.”

And finally, the suspended lights. Little more than
generic fluorescent tubes hung the wrong way, from the
high bay floor they describe a faint, diaphanous ceiling.
From the main entrance-level floor, however, they actively,
almost aggressively interrupt the view, further fragment-
ing and flattening out the material inscriptions of the
tethered crib and stair sock, as ifin a passage from the

material toward the immaterial. When they are complete
with their mechanism of retraction, they will from time to
time disappear altogether.

To insist on the materiality of architecture is not very
profound. It is well known that architecture is the art
practice most burdened with the stuff of the world—
gravity and weather, law and fashion, as well as
sensations and experiences. Attention to the manifest
sensory properties of materials—the rhythm and
connection of the units of assembly, the representational
effects of color, texture, sound, and smell—often yields
potent and memorable figures, which should be counted
among architecture’s fundamental achievements. Itis the
refined and intellectualized materialism of Tehrani’s
intervention that has given so definite a power to the
figures shimmering in the vastness of the Hinman’s
space. My point here is that architecture’s materiality
simultaneously operates as latent form (regulating trace
or differential of the image-figure) and a disarticulating
force. Materiality is a double order, at once a condition
that gives rise to new architectures and performances and
an overdetermined network of historical iterations and
inscriptions. Materiality exhibits the work of architecture
beneath its phenomenal presentation, the transformation
of its latent form to its manifest image. It therefore has
adialogical, social character, as well as the power to
constrain and interrupt. It is within that dynamic field that
our best thinking about materiality and its workings will
take place. ¢
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