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“Bound to each other, the architectural and the material are considered 

inseparable” (Immaterial Architecture, Johnathan Hill, 2006). The role and 
importance of materiality in architecture includes much more than structural 
properties, equally informing a person’s experience of a space through its aesthetic, 
visual, and haptic qualities as well as its associated socio-political, cultural, and 
historical meanings. 

Building on theories of materiality, which acknowledged the fluctuating 
nature of matter, Sheila Kennedy (MIT Architecture) suggested a shift in 
perspective, converting our understanding of “static material properties to dynamic 
material behaviors”. The ideological concept of dynamic matter, constantly behaving 
and transforming, goes far beyond technological aspects of functionality and 
fundamentally questions the static foundations of architectural dogma. To reach 
further levels of understanding in the application of such information materials, say, 
in the service of adaptive architecture, one must not only understand the practical 
aspects of materials, but also the meaning of substance and materiality in a much 
more abstract and theoretical sense. 

Modernist architecture stresses an analytical approach to the function of 
buildings, a strictly rational use of materials, an openness to structural innovation 
and the elimination of ornament.  In order to influence the discipline of architecture 
away from pursuing purely formal or utilitarian aspects, Louis Kahn and Peter 
Zumthor urged the creation of meaningful spaces of both spiritual and intellectual 
learning. Their designs illustrate construction and materiality through a careful 
consideration of their interdependence in relation to the given project and location. 

Can one use Derrida’s deconstruction to challenge establishment value 
systems regarding aesthetics and ornament in the modernist style of architecture? 
I would maintain that form follow function, but perhaps widen the accepted 
parameters for functionality. The concerns of Peter Zumthor and Louis Kahn, that 
modernist architecture through its analytical minimalism is creating soulless spaces, 
are valid to a certain extent. I also understand the motives behind Modernisms 
rejection of neoclassisism. After all, neoclassisism was an aesthetic and architectural 
movement that implicitly sought to reinforce the legitimacy of the ruling class 
through appropriations of the last great empire. Thus, neoclassical ornamentation 
was devoid of deeper spiritual resonance to the culture it framed.  

A remedy to these symptoms of disconnection can be reached by returning 
the meaning and value to ornamentation. “We find in the Alhambra the speaking art 
of the Egyptians, the natural grace and refinement of the Greeks, the geometrical 
combinations of the Romans, the Byzantines, and the Arabs.” (Grammar of 
Ornament, Jones, pg 66, 1856). In the modernist tradition it is difficult to distinguish 
even a single root culture of influence. Is it possible that the removal of ornament 
from modernist architecture is a symptom of corresponding trends of cultural 
marginalization, and suppression? Architecture can be designed in recognition of a 
cultural lineage, including the means of production and history of the land and its 
people, in conjunction with a fulfillment of contemporary societal needs. It is by 



honoring past and present that an individual or team can design something that 
stays relevant into the future.  


