0L0Z ¥IGINIAON Z1 - L1 "FOINIA
AONIHIANOD TVNOILVNEILNI

{nemesi

FANLO3LIHOAVY ™
1HOIT*HNOT10D

Universita luav di Venezia
edited by Pietro Zennaro




This publication includes papers, lectures and abstracts presented in the
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE “Colour&Light in Architecture”

Held in Palazzo Badoer, San Polo 2468, 30125 Venice,

11-12 November 2010

Organized by the Research Unit “Colore e luce in architettura”
Universita luav di Venezia, website: www.iuav.it/colour&light

Editor: Pietro Zennaro
luav University of Venice, Faculty of Architecture

548 pp., 21x21 cm

ISBN 978-88-96370-04-9

Graphic design: Katia Gasparini
Assistant in edition: Alessandro Premier
copyright 2010 © Pietro Zennaro

The rights of every author's essays are preserved.
Every author is also responsible of the whole content of his paper.

This book is a scientific publication, not saleable and printed in
limited edition.

No article in this book may be reproduced in any form by electronic or
mechanical means whitout permission in writing from the author.

Every economic use of the content of this book is forbidden.

Correct citation
Zennaro, P. (editor), 2010, Colour and Light in Architecture, Knemesi,
Verona (ltaly).

Edited in Italy by Knemesi, www.knemesi.com
Printing: Cierre Gruppo Editoriale -VR, Italy-, www.cierrenet.it
November 2010



RUSKIN REVISITED: “MATERIAL TRUTH” AND COLOR IN CONTEMPORARY
ARCHITECTURE

Juan SERRA

Professor, Dept. of Architectural Graphic Expression, Faculty of Architecture, UPV, Cno. De Vera sin, 46022 Valencia, Spain,
E-mail: juaserl1@ega.upv.es

Jorge LLOPIS

Professor, Dept. of Architectural Graphic Expression, Faculty of Architecture, UPV, Cno. De Vera s/n, 46022 Valencia, Spain,
E-mail: jllopis@ega.upv.es

Aitziber IRISARRI
Professor, Dept. of Architectural Graphic Expression, Faculty of Architecture, UPV, Cno. De Vera s/n, 46022 Valencia, Spain,
E-mail: aiirlo@ega.upv.es

ABSTRACT

J. Ruskin (1849) rejected the simulation of materials with color, opposing to a usual expressive source in ancient buildings. Modern
architecture complied with this principle using “flat colors”, which abstract the nature of the material. Postmodernism reintroduced
textures with color but did not imitate other materials, with exceptions (e.g. T. Taveira). Nowadays, the principle of “material truth” is
still alive, although the concept has evolved: material truth is identified with any artificial pigmentation integrated into the material.
This principle of inherent coloration is claimed even by those most unprejudiced architects (e.g. W. Alsop).

Contemporary materials may also have any pattern, reconciling the respect for “a priori” color provisions together with an imitation
of new textures (e.g. R. Koolhas or Herzog & de Meuron). The Ruskinian principle has evolved, but remains latent in contemporary
architecture.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In 1849, J. Ruskin (1819-1900) anticipates part of the modern architecture ideals. In chapter Il of “Seven lamps of
Architecture” [1], defends the pursuit of material and structural “truth” in architecture. He advocates a rejection of
“deception”, “slander”, “hypocrisy” and “betrayal’; and states that color outdoors is lawful if it can be perceived as
painting and renounces to imitate textures of building materials. In 1906, A. Loos (1870-1933) [2] will insist on this
point and will put an end to such an old and extended chromatic resource.

Ruskin believes that painting “slices the work into two parts and levels, one less durable than the other, which is
extinguished as time goes by and leaves building, unless it has noble qualities, naked and undecorated.”

Those colors that are able for the architecture, correspond with the construction material color itself, in its natural
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state, involving a wide range of shades and avoiding the possible falsity of the painting: “The true colors of the archi-
tecture are the natural stone ones, and | would like to see them thrive as much as possible (...). This is the fair and
‘ true way to build”.
The Scottish artist David Batchelor (1955-) draws attention onto the moral adjectives that describe this principle
(“fair’, “true”), and those that fuel the “chromophobia” [3] of Western culture. The author believes that ‘the color has
' been systematically marginalized, demeaned, diminished and degraded” because of “generations of philosophe;
artists, art historians and culture theorists, who have kept alive their prejudice warm and well fed”. Bias towards
consists in considering color either dangerous or trivial: “In the first case, the color is interpreted as the property
“alien body "“-usually the female, oriental, primitive, infantile, the vulgar, the strange or abnormal. [In the second
the color is relegated to what it is superficial, supplementary, not essential or cosmetic. (...) The color is dangerot
or trivial, or both at once (typical bias is to relate sinister with superficial).”
The conception of architectural color as something “dangerous” involved authors such as Aristotle (384-322 B
Plato (427-347 BC), Pliny the Elder (23-79), or the historian Winckelmann (1717-1768), who imagines classici
white. With regard to color, “rational tradition of Western culture was always under the threat of non-Western insit
sensuality” [5]. Johann W. Goethe (1749-1832) himself, although developing his own Theory of Colours (1840), li
brightly colors with less developed cultures: ‘It should be noted that] the wild country with uneducated peop
children, have a great predilection toward bright colors, (...) that people reject refined colors in dresses and
around us, and seem inclined to avoid them in their environment ‘6].
On the other hand, the architectural concept of color as “trivial” or secondary has been fueled by characters su
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) or the author in question, J. Ruskin. Kant believes that the color can add “charm
work of art, but can not participate in the grand schemes of the beauty or the sublime. For Ruskin, the color 8
belong intrinsically to the material, thus preventing its secondary conception.

2. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE CONCEPT OF “MATERIAL TRUTH”

2.1. Architectural avantgards. Modernity.
Architectural modernity develops two important positions in relation with the Ruskinian principle of ‘material tr
one hand, those architects who prefer the natural color of materials, uncoated, those who renounce to the
of the “color as a coat". This first group is integrated by rationalist architects of the ‘60s, followers of M
Rohe (1886-1969), and heirs of the chromatic path of German architect Friedrich Schinckel (1781-1841).
On the other hand there are the architects who follow the neoplastic and constructivist art movements,
think that plain colors, without imitating textures, abstract colors, “denatured”, are as worthy finishing ast
ral material. Theo van Doesburg (1883-1931) considered similar tension between the concrete and wood
contrast between the blue and yellow [7]. In fact, flat colors, without drawing any texture, may suggest thei
textured effect. This is pointed out by the expressionist painter and professor at the Bauhauss V. Kandil
1944), who emphasizes the tactile qualities that have certain shades themselves: “Some colors look rough’
others are polished and velvety, and invite to touch (like the dark ultramarine blue, chromium oxide green)_
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colors that seem soft (Garanza varnish) and others
that seem so hard (cobalt green, blue-green rust) that
seem dry as soon as they come out the tube (...)T8].
However, we have not found any architect in this in-
vestigation who relates the use of a given flat color by
its intrinsic texture.

Those modern architects who were more concerned

| for color, including B. Taut (1880-1938) or Le Cor-

busier (1887-1965), respected both positions on the
principle of “material truth™ they combined natural
finishes of materials (concrete, steel, glass) with solid
colored stucco (no textures), homogeneous in terms of
hue, value or chroma. In fact, Johnson and Hitchcock
proposed the principle of “flat colors” as a criterion to
identify “modernity”, considering that ‘it is important
that the surface is flat, not concave or convex, since
otherwise the effect would be colorful and the impres-
sion of multi-directional tensions would be lost" [9].

2.2. Postmodernity and contemporarity

It is difficult to assess the influence that the Enlight-
enment may have on professional practice today, but
Sauerbruch & Hutton architects (1989-) note that it
remains a bias towards a merely superficial applica-
tion of color, detached from the shape or the material
nature: ‘colored surface was (and is) perceived as
subordinated to the white body (it has been assumed
that if the form is not colored, it can just be white) {...).
Today, this bias is stronger than ever 110]. In fact, ex-
amples of contemporary buildings with colors imitating
materials are very scarce. An example is the IADE To-

“ 4 tovola Building (Lisbon, 1973-1984) by the Portuguese

architect Toméas Taveira (1938-) (fig. 1), in which the
concrete is painted with a metallic color to mimic the
steel, because of very exceptional circumstances that
occurred during the execution of the building.

This does not mean, of course, that the texture is not
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Fig. 4

Finishing for The Young Mu-
seum, San Francisco (USA),
1999. Herzog & de Meuron [14]
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an important concern in contemporary architecture. On the con-
trary, it is usual finding colors that incorporate new textures and
distance themselves from the traditional “plain colors”. Interyen.
tions of artist Alain Bony for architect Jean Nouvel (fig. 2), or many
Swiss buildings are good examples of this (eg much of the work
by Herzog & de Meuron).

R. Koolhaas (1944-) himself, when applying to each of the more
than thirty members of OMA to select his favourite color, shows
that very few of them choose a plain or isolated color, and most of
them choose a color with a kind of treatment: “Not just one layer
of color but a more subtle condition, a layer that alters the state of
the wall or the object, a color that might interfere with the status of
the painted object” [11].

Therefore, the emergence of new materials and coloring tech-
niques has allowed the Ruskinian principle of material truth to
evolve in two ways:

1. Alien colors but inherently integrated in the materials, as a dye.
These are unnatural colors combined with the natural texture of
the material itself (fig. 3)

2. Alien textures but inherently integrated on the materials. Tex-
tures that usually do not imitate or mimic other natural textures,
but represent abstract patterns or others (fig. 4)

Therefore, in contemporary architecture thinking, it remains the
Ruskinian principle that the color should better be integrated in
the material a priori and not as an addition a posteriori. And also
the texture drawn with that color usually does not confuse with the
natural texture of the material itself.

Even the British architect William Alsop, critic with the most con-
servative positions in architecture, claims for the linking between
color finishing and material nature: *“/ can introduce color info
buildings ... not painting the building, because the color should be
integrated into the contemporary material and that is what | do ...
and | realize that people respond to these places very well, and
too often there are places that look like graves ... ‘T12].
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/3. CONCLUSIONS

' We conclude that, although the ability of color to interfere with the texture of the architecture was very important in

 historic buildings as a resource to mimic natural materials, such a use disappeared almost completely in modern
architecture after the writings of A. Loos in the early XXth century.

| The conflict with color understood as an ornament as that conceals the “truth” of the material is resolved because
these are not split properties anymore: the contemporary material is inherently colored (often) with vivid hues, and
the material truth matches with its chromatic one. The color is not something added a posteriori, and it is not a skin
or a layer that hides, that perverts or lies about the real material composition, and color may finally be assumed as
a finish itself.

So, paradoxically, the return of color to the contemporary moment is not necessarily an overcome of the principles
raised by J. Ruskin but the consequence of the improvement in finishing of building materials, which has allowed
using color freely, without transgressing the principle of “material truth”.

It has been overcome the term “natural color” or “color of the material itself as a concept opposed to “artificial color”.
Itis difficult to be sure about what it is the “natural color” of some eminently artificial building Materials, so in some
way architects have assimilated the “natural color” or “color itself” with that one that does not need to be applied a
posteriori, but comes together with the material, or over it, already from the factory. Color has managed to slip out this
back door and settle again on the stage of contemporary architecture
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