Brief

plastic—OPACITY .
concrete is as concrete doesnt — Massumi

Recent developments in concrete such as high
strength concrete and self-compacting mixtures
have improved its strength and processability.
These new properties are bringing a different
level of inspiration to architecture students and
practitioners alike by generating new possibilities
in themselves, which are much more than techni-
cal solutions to design ambitions whose motiva-
tions come from other sources. Already explo-
rations of concrete's inherent qualities such as
mass, weight, density, strength and durability are
leading to innovative applications. But new po
bilities could open up an imaginative field if one
could experiment with the degrees of opague-
ness offered by concrete. If so, concrete would
finally be able to add ‘transparency’ to its obvious
plasticity, combining the two great characteris-
tics of modern architecture in one material.

Various developments are engineering a shift in
our notions of transparency and lightness in
architecture. Ever more rigorous physical (or
environmental) demands will reduce the surface
area of glass in buildings, but advanced technolo
gies mean this will not necessarily result in less
transparency. Computing power allows us to
identify structural ‘cold spots’ which can be 'de-
materialised’, and there are seemingly unlimited
techniques for generating form. This opens the
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way to move from a ‘material transparency’
towards a ‘spatial transparency’ in which formal
issues as depth, void and matter meet with mate-
rial properties like texture, weight and solidity,

offering experiences and interpretations of
transparency that are generated by the opacity
of the material. Paradoxically, exploiting
concrete'’s property of opacity offers the poten-
tial to experience and increase transparency, but
it is a transparency in a ‘relative’ rather than an
‘absolute’ sense.

Concrete's plastic characteristics - from fluid to
solid, allowing for the production of complex
forms, - combined with its mass and resilience
allows for free’ transformations while effi

iciently
resolving structural and physical demands. We
can envisage a truly three- dimensional architec-
tural operation (even within the material itself)
instead of a one- dimensional 'see-through’ per-
formance. So plastic-OPACITY infers a spatial
transparency, opening up to intricate engage-
ments of shadows and light, tactility, relief and
introducing techniques like weaving, punching and
folding. It leaves the realm of the purely visual,
and opens the door to programmatic, environ-
mental and physical aspects as well as investig
tions of specific experiences of spaces, context
as well as other architectural issues.

The discipline of design demands a reciprocal
relationship that can move from idea to material-
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