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ANH-LINH NGO: Omer Arbel, you are internationally 
known as the co-founder of Bocci, a Vancouver-based 
manufacturer specializing in lights and light installa-
tions. What most people don’t know is that you are also 
an architect. In fact, the figure of the architect-designer 
is one that we encounter quite often in the history of 
design. In many cases, famous architects eventually ex-
tend their practice into design. In your case, it was  
the other way around. Your recognition as a designer 
happened almost instantly, whereas your architectural 
practice took more time to develop. In order to under-
stand how your training as an architect informs your  
approach to design and how this experience in industrial 
design, on the other hand, informs your architectural 
practice, let’s start our conversation with your back-
ground in architecture.

OMER ARBEL: I went to architecture school when I was 
very young, at the age of 17. I always dreamt of being an 
architect, but when I started architecture school I was 
not doing very well. I was not able to abstract space into 
two dimensions. I had a very hard time seeing plans and 
sections as descriptive of space. In the beginning, it was 
a real obstacle. In my third year of architecture school, I 
discovered that reversing the relationship between 
model building and drawing helped me to think archi-
tecturally. Usually we would do the drawing first and 
then the model, which we only used as a presentation 
tool. The model is typically used to represent the  
design, not to generate it. As soon as I reversed the rela-
tionship by making the model first, architecture opened 
up to me in a way that I could understand. It has some-
thing to do with the tactility of model building. As soon 
as I touched the materials, or even made them myself,  
I was able to access and understand space in an archi-
tectural way, and so the drawings became just a com-
munication tool. There was always this very fundamen-
tal commitment to materials, to the act of making, and 
to using the act of making as a way of generating ideas. 
That’s how I started, and then, after I graduated from 
architecture school, I had this strange time in the middle 
of my education when I worked for Enric Miralles in 
Barcelona.

ALN: How old were you? And why did you choose to go 
to Barcelona?

OA: I was 21, and this was 1998 – 1999. I loved Enric  
Miralles’s work and I liked the idea of living in Barcelona; 
so I went. When you are very young, you can do these 
audacious things.
My professor Robert Jan van Pelt, at the University of 
Waterloo, wrote me a letter of introduction, then I went 
to Barcelona and knocked on the door. Miralles was the 
kind of person who loved that, and so he said, “Yes, 
come in.” I was lucky and got the job. This period was 
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Architecture and design gain social, cultural, ecological, and economic rele-
vance through material interventions. Architecture and design therefore have 
to be thought of not as inert objects but as performative material systems. 
Many of the problems the design disciplines are facing today are the result of 
the conventional distinction between design, understood as an intellectual 
anticipation of reality, and the production of this reality itself. In order to over-
come this gap, designers have to know more about the conditions under 
which forms are generated. Only by truly understanding material properties 
can we understand the generative principles of form. Or as Manuel DeLanda 
put it in his essay Material Complexity: “We may now be in a position to  
think about the origin of form and structure, not as something imposed from 
the outside on an inert matter … but as something that may come from  
within the materials, a form that we tease out of those materials as we allow 
them to have their say in the structures we create.”1 

OMER ARBEL is one of those few figures in architecture and design 
who is actually “in a position to think about the origin of form and structure.” 
His material-based design practice is a unique resource that only a few have 
at their disposal. This privilege allows him to depart from conventional  
design approaches in each new project, regardless of scale and scope. We met 
Omer in Vancouver to experience some of his current projects and spoke with 
him afterwards at our Berlin office to reflect on his structural approach to 
design and architecture.

very important for me because I responded to Enric’s 
work in a very fundamental way, in a deep, emotional 
way. Enric would generate everything with drawings. 
Only with plans; not even sections — he would never 
draw sections. He would go around the office yelling, “I 
hate sections!” Although if you look carefully, his plans 
are, in a way, sections, because they always describe 
three or four layers of space using dashed lines to show 
what’s above, and other lines to show what’s below. He 
had a very powerful relationship to drawing. He only 
ever used a single line weight; it was as if he had sup-
pressed the idea of section in the way he drew.  
In his drawings, every layer is equivalent. Things like 
the furniture are just as important as the walls, or the 
topography, or the architecture itself. This speaks to a 

Enric Miralles and Carme 
Pinós: Olympic Archery 
Range, Barcelona, 1992. 
Structural plan.
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number of things: for example, it makes no separation 
between site and building, context and project; all the 
different layers are seamed together: the structure, the 
topography, the furniture, the architecture, the vegeta-
tion. He also never used a north arrow. I found that very 
strange at first, because solar orientation is so important 
for architecture, but he would always insist on taking 
the north arrow off the drawings. 

ALN: Why would he do that? 
OA: I never asked him, and he tragically died immedi-
ately after my time at the studio. My theory is that, in 
Spain, there is so much sun that it just didn’t matter that 
much to him. Miralles thought of light as a sort of ambi-
ent condition that is present everywhere and at all 
times — but this is only my theory. From the perspec-
tive of my professional growth, working with Enric  
Miralles was very interesting because he was the oppo-
site of me. Drawing for him was the generative tool. He 
hated sections and he used models only for presenta-
tion. After his death, I went back to Canada and  
thought, “Okay, I have to draw,” and so I painstakingly 
taught myself how to draw. After my graduation,  
I started working for Patkau Architects, a really inter-
esting office in Vancouver. I loved their work, but we 
were working so hard, 60 or even 80 hours a week. They 
had a personal commitment to architecture that I found 
difficult to sustain. So I left and worked for a large, cor-
porate firm, where I became depressed about architec-
ture. The working hours were fine, it was humane, but 
it just wasn’t attractive to me. During the four years that 
I worked there, I was designing ordinary buildings, but 
the whole time I was saving money, gaining experience, 
and forming connections with builders and engineers. 
Paul Fast, the engineer that I work with today, I know 
from back then. Since I saw my time at this firm just as 
a regular office job that didn’t involve my passions, I 
started generating my own projects when I had free 
time. I had all this time after work and on weekends to 
indulge in my passion of making things with my hands, 
so I started working on all sorts of prototypes.

ALN: Was that the turning point in your career as a  
designer? One of your earliest work is a resin chair from 
that time. 

OA: Yes, the resin chair. That chair, and some other 
works of that era, became successful in a way that  
I couldn’t anticipate. They were generating a lot of 
press, and they were winning all these great design 
awards. With the chair 2.4 I applied for a big British de-
sign award. I came in second, and I could barely afford 
to ship a prototype for the competition. After that,  
I found myself in this crazy situation where I had a dou-
ble life: I was working at my boring corporate job and at 
the same time I was doing all this very exciting stuff, 
but without any kind of business infrastructure. People 
wanted to buy my objects, but I couldn’t deliver them.

ALN: In a way, it’s a cliché that architects design a chair 
when they first venture into product design. How did 
your interest in lights come about? 

OA: Some years passed and I met my business partner, 
Randy Bishop. Initially it was a client-architect relation-
ship. I was working for him to design the interiors of a 
residential project that he owned. The first light I de-
signed was for that project. You might know that  
I don’t give my works names but numbers, and in this 
list, the light design is number 14. Randy and I got along 
very well and so we decided to start a company togeth-
er, which we called Bocci. He had exactly the back-
ground that I was lacking; he knew how to run  
a business.

ALN: Interestingly, 14 is still one of Bocci’s best sellers. 
What’s the secret behind it? Can you tell us a bit about 
its design principles? Because I have the feeling that 
this object was foundational for your approach to 
design.

OA: 14 is a very simple piece, but also a transitional 
piece from the perspective of the greater practice. It is 
two hemispheres of glass that make a seam. They are 
cast, so they’re very heavy. In the beginning, there was 
a challenge of how to keep them together. We tried to 
use a very strong UV glue, but for gluing you need a 
relatively large mating surface. The problem is that, 
when you pour glass into a mold, you don’t get an even 
surface because glass is so viscous, it sort of freezes in a 
concave shape corresponding to the meniscus edge. 
Thus the mating surface was not big enough. We tried 
to shave the rims down and flatten it to get a bigger 
gluing surface, but as soon as we did that, all the optical 
quality of the piece disappeared. The brilliant, watery 

#2.4

“ As soon as I touched the materials, or even made them myself, I was able  
to access and understand space in an architectural way. There was always  
this very fundamental commitment to materials, to the act of making, and  
to using the act of making as a way of generating ideas.”

Photo: Shannon Loewen

Project #2.4 is a cast resin 
chair with a stainless  
steel skeleton. 2.4 is cast 
sequentially in layers  
on its side, enabling an 
endless variety of opaque 
and transparent color 
combinations.  
A limited edition of six 2.4 
chairs was independently 
produced in 2003.
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quality was gone. Then we abandoned the idea of using 
glue, and instead created a mechanical connection that 
holds the two hemispheres together. We found out that 
the best part about this piece is the small eyebrow- 
shaped void between the two hemispheres where the 
two concave surfaces barely touch each other. That’s 
the magic of the piece and it’s something I could never 
have planned; it was an accident. This little material 
accident was a fork in the road, professionally and 
creatively. 

ALN: In my view, this was not an accident, but a materi-
al property. It has always been there. By experimenting 
with materials, you can discover that form is “some-
thing that may come from within the materials,” as  
Manuel DeLanda once put it.

OA: Yes, because the other side of our practice was 
thriving. Everything I was doing for Bocci was really 
thriving economically. 14 was an unbelievable commer-
cial success, which allowed me to quit my corporate job. 
We started our own glassblowing studio, we started 
working with ceramists and metal workers, and it was a 
very fascinating time. We had all this amazing infra-
structure in the studio, always available, but we were 
never really able to use it for architectural projects until 
recently. It has only been in the past two years or so that 
I have been able to experiment, because we now have 
the economic means to produce our own work and we 
have had enough success that we can afford it. And 
most importantly, my relationship to clients has become 
more sophisticated, because now I can speak about risk 
in a more responsible way. The amount of risk is exactly 
the same as before, but now I am able to discuss it in  
a responsible manner, in a way that clients feel comfort-
able with.

OA: Yes, that’s what I understood at the time: I under-
stood that my role was to wait for some surprising qual-
ity of the materials to emerge. We obtained a sphere 
with mysterious optical qualities, separated by a dis-
tinctive seam in the middle instead of the illusion of a 
perfect sphere we were striving for, but who cares? 
What matters is the accident along the way. From then 
on, it became clear to me that my work was about trying 
to instigate these strange material reactions.

ALN: That reminds me of something that Mark Wigley 
said about the cuts of Gordon Matta-Clark, that it’s 
about exposing the secrets that are already there. That 
is something I find very interesting in your work. Did 
this discovery of a non-platonic approach to design, and 
the ability to take the things you cannot foresee and 
use them as the starting point for a design, also influ-
ence your idea of architecture?

OA: Well, the success of Bocci, in a way, constricted my 
architectural career, mostly due to the fact that I was 
working on the periphery of the practice. I was proposing 
all these crazy material-based ideas to clients who were 
not ready to receive them. Also, my lack of experience 
as an architect really limited me in my ability to assure 
clients that I could actually deliver. I had clients, but I 
would always propose these outlandish ways of making 
something, because I wanted to find an architecture 

where the magic came from material exploration, in 
the same way as some of the discoveries  

I had made with Bocci at the scale of the object. 
Proposing this to a client on an architectural 
scale was extremely difficult because of the 

amount of risk involved. To propose a completely 
new construction method is very risky from the 

point of view of the client because there is no way of 
predicting the costs and the time frame. Whereas, if 
you operate with existing construction methods, you 
can estimate the costs relatively accurately. You know 
what concrete costs, you know what wood costs, and so 
you appear to be a responsible person in front of your 
client. If you say, “Oh, I am going to use hay bales as 
formwork for concrete,” we are currently doing in  
project 86.3 [see pp. 36 – 37], or any of the experiments 
I was working on, people would either dismiss it imme-
diately, or I would quit myself because they wanted 
something they already knew. Often, it was me quitting 
because I thought, “Oh, this is just a normal building. I 
don’t want to do a normal building.” Now, in retrospect, 
I think some of these projects could have been really 
nice works, if only I’d had a different attitude.

MAX KALDENHOFF: How was your studio organized 
during that time? Did you already have the space and 
the means to produce prototypes?

#14

The two glass hemispheres 
are cast individually and 
then connected mechani-
cally, so that the slightly 
concave rims barely touch 
each other.

Photo: Fahim Kassam

“ We obtained a sphere with 
mysterious optical qualities, 
separated by a distinctive 
seam in the middle instead of 
the perfect sphere we were 
striving for, but who cares? 
What matters is the accident 
along the way.”

Project #14 is a pendant lamp made  
of two cast glass hemispheres. 
The 14 series includes several variations 
of clusters of the original lamp.

Produced by Bocci  
© Bocci
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Project #23.2 is a single-family house built on a rural  
acreage in British Columbia, Canada. Photo: Fahim Kassam

23.3, floor plan.#23.2

ALN: Let’s talk about the house you designed for Randy, 
your business partner. It’s the first house you built as an 
independent architect. There are these big wooden 
beams that have a special material quality, but they 
function as a classic beam and column structure. Given 
your interest in material constraints, I wonder what is 
the material driving force behind this design? 

OA: The economic history of Canada is a history of  
exploitation of primary resources. The French and the 
British came to Western Canada 130 years ago, and one 
of their primary reasons was to cut down the most beau-
tiful forests in the world and to use them for the most 
mundane purposes. There was no preciousness to the 
work; it was just primary industry and it still is to this 
day. The reason why those beams are important for me 
is that they were salvaged from the roofs of old ware-
houses. They are 20 meters long, one meter deep, and 
about half a meter wide, and each is cut from a single 
tree and then used to build a warehouse. Not even for 
something special, no, just a warehouse. Some people 
would collect wood like this as an artefact and put it in 
a museum. My approach in this case was to consider the 

wood as an artefact, as an archaeological artefact. This 
wood was the poetic engine of the architectural project 
and a testament to the region’s history. As a departure 
point, we decided not to cut the beams, but because 
they were all different in size we had to develop a  
geometry that would allow us to work with all these  
different lengths. I used the triangle geometry because 
you can compose a triangle with different edge lengths. 
The rest was an exercise of laying out these triangular 
forms and weaving them across the topography as if 
draping a cloth. The material narrative in this house was 
that initial decision to not cut the wood. The geometry 
came from that. 

ALN: What’s striking is that your floor plans always have 
some kind of longitudinal direction, spaces that stretch 
out in different directions. 

OA: The first time I became aware of it is when you 
observed it, but now that I look at them all, you are 
right, they are all like that.

ALN: If you look at the floor plans of Enric Miralles, 
they also have a longitudinal direction, and then they 
have all these pathways cutting across and weaving the 
building with the site. Miralles had a strong sensibility 
for the site. Is this similar to the way you interact with 
the site?
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The artificial topography and open corners of 23.3 are designed to 
establish a close-knit relationship with the flat, agricultural landscape 
surrounding the house.

Photo: Fahim Kassam

“ The material narrative in this house was that initial decision to not cut  
the wood. The geometry came from that. The rest was an exercise of laying 
out these triangular forms and weaving them across the topography as if  
draping a cloth.”
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Conceived as ambiguous spaces connecting inside and outside, the open  
corners of 23.3 challenge a conventional notion of thermal comfort.
Photo: Fahim Kassam

Photo: Fahim Kassam

OA: Well, in the case of Randy’s House there was almost 
nothing to respond to. We had to make our own topo-
graphy by rolling the landscape over the site. It is hard 
to build in an agricultural context where everything is 
flat. It is very easy to respond to a powerful topography, 
but where there is no topography, how do you do it? You 
have to make your own.

ALN: Another very interesting element of Randy’s 
House is the open corners and the very fragile-looking 
leaning posts. Where did you get the idea of open 
corners?

OA: The Vancouver climate is wonderful, but it also 
rains a lot. When it rains, it is often warm, so I wanted 
to have some spaces where one could open all the doors 
and, even on a rainy day, enjoy the smell and the feeling 
of being outside. If you take a space, a rectangle for ex-
ample, and then remove the corner, immediately you 
have an ambiguous zone connecting outside and inside. 
It is an interest I always had, to make the ambiguous 
relationship between inside and outside comfortable.  
I wanted that you could stand in the open and feel  
totally comfortable even when it’s raining. Then, of 
course, the structural engineer wants you to put a  
column right there in the corner, but I decided to push 
it as far back as possible, to maintain this zone of ambi-
guity. That’s why the posts lean: to have a space that is 
half inside, and half outside. They look fragile, like 
they might break at any minute, but they are made of 
solid steel. This was another intention — to contrast the 
lightness and fragility of the steel with the massive and 
very heavy wood roof.

ALN: Let’s stay with the idea of comfort you just men-
tioned. As soon as architects intervene on a site, they 
change the microclimate. Academic research on micro-
climates started back in the 1960s and ‘70s, when people 
like Lisa Heschong were working on them at MIT. In 
her influential book, Thermal Delight in Architecture,  
Heschong established a relationship between the idea 
of delight and that of comfort. Basically, what she says is 
that comfort is something engineers can fabricate, an 
artificial condition in which everything is fine, but  
delight is something you experience from being alive, 
from appreciating the differences in the existing micro-
climates outside, inside, and in between.

OA: Like a passing breeze. 
ALN: Yes, or when the rain hits you, and you have this 
corporeal feeling of delight, of being alive. This is ex-
actly what I felt when we were standing at the open 
corner of Randy’s House. Interestingly, Heschong also 
worked on the Sea Ranch project, because some of her 
professors were partners at the architecture firm 
MLTW, which designed the Sea Ranch project in the 
1960s. They were doing research on how to build by  
the seaside. This brings me to your next project at  
Governors Point (94). How do you intervene in such a 
geographically extreme site?

The layout of 23.3 is composed 
around a series of large wooden 
beams that were salvaged from  
the roof of an old warehouse.  
The triangular geometries of the 
floor plan are the result of the  
initial decision not to cut the wood.
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OA: The first thing that came to my mind when I saw 
the site at Governors Point was the concept of the sublime, 
in the western sense of the word: an experience of 
beauty so intense that it’s terrifying. There was a moment 
when I thought, “It’s so beautiful that…”

ALN: …that you didn’t want to do anything?
OA: Yes. It was terrifying. How do you build in a place 
like that? I think the first rule in a case like this is that 
you have to be modest, but at the same time, you have to 
be strong, because the site is so strong too. This brings 
us back to the question of comfort and delight because  
I think that there is also a very important consideration 
to be made about the idea of shelter since the site is so 
exposed. Architecture here should provide a feeling of 
shelter to contrast the feeling of exposure. That’s why 
we bury most of the building. One entire side of the 
building is buried, and the “potatoes” are only visible  
on the other side, the side that faces the water. This is 
partially because of that same question of modesty  

I mentioned before, so a person arriving at the site will 
not see the house; they will just see earth. The only 
place where this crazy potato design is visible is from the 
sea, so it is only a private moment of exuberance.

ALN: What purpose do these potatoes serve?
OA: That began with another idea about materials, 
which came from looking at a rock tumbler. We im-
agined converting one of those big concrete mixer 
trucks so that it could tumble cedar burl offcuts from 
the lumber industry local to our region. We learned that 
the lowest meter of harvested mature cedar trees (the 
location where the trunk transitions into the root ball) is 
discarded, because the grain pattern is too inconstant 
for commercial applications; it is, however, the strongest 
and most beautiful part of the tree, and is available  
economically in vast quantities. Imagine, then, our 
tumbler is rotating with sand and water inside, and we 
throw numerous cedar burl offcuts into it. As it tumbles, 
they turn into smooth potato shapes. 

#94 

Project #94 is a 
design for a house  
to be built on the 
cliffs of Governors 
Point, a rocky for- 
mation over looking 
Bellingham Bay, in 
the American Pacific 
Northwest.

Photo:  
Anh-Linh Ngo

One part of the 
house facing east  
is buried in the 
ground, allowing the 
forest to extend  
over the roof to the 
cliff’s edge.

Photo:  
Fahim Kassam
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The facade, only visible from 
the sea, is wrapped in a 
conglomerate of cedar burl 
offcuts, a waste product  
of the local logging industry.  
The offcuts are tumbled 
inside a concrete mixer to 
create numerous potato- 
shaped modules ranging  
in size from 150 to 350 mm.

These are bundled into large 
fishing nets, affixed to  
scaffolding, and used as void 
forms against which concrete 
is cast to create ceiling  
vaults and skylights. Once the 
concrete cures, the scaffolding 
is removed and the “potatoes” 
are mounted onto the facade 
with stainless steel rods.

Photo: Fahim Kassam

The wood potatoes are bundled into large nets and  
deployed on top of scaffolding.  Concrete is poured over 
the assembly, such that the negative form of the potatoes, 
now soaked in concrete,  creates the future roof vaults 
and skylights of the rooms. After the concrete cures, the 
potatoes are removed and mounted onto numerous 
stainless steel rods, connecting them to the west-facing 
cliff facade.

MK: Does this installation have a kinetic energy?
OA: I would love that. It remains to be seen. Everything 
has to do with the diameter of the rod holding the potatoes. 
We can only control it to some extent; there are seismic 
and longevity considerations. I would love for there to 
be a subtle acoustic performance on windy days, like an 
orchestra of wind chimes. It’s a question of experimen-
tation; we will try to calibrate this.
I use the word calibrate here because we are aware that 
if we over-do it, the noise would become uncomfor-
table. But we think that if we get it right, the sound 
could be quite pleasant, occurring only on windy days, 
accentuating the tension between the feelings of expo-
sure and shelter.
Consider that over time this wood is going to weather, 
and it’s going to grow moss and lichens on it, and so 
there will be a kind of new ecology that is the skin of 
the building. This facade will look aggressive the moment 
we build it, very sculptural, but imagine how it might 
soften over the next  20 or 30 years. Perhaps the potatoes 
won’t read as discrete objects anymore, there will be 
vegetation, and the building will read as if it were 
wrapped in a scarf or veil of forest. This facade is going to 
be like a second skin made of mossy beads, which wraps 
the building and interacts with the ecology of the site.

ALN: When we were at Governors Point and passed all 
those different sites along the cliffs, another interesting 
reference to Sea Ranch came to my mind. The planners 
of MLTW were working together with the landscape ar-
chitect Lawrence Halprin, who was married to a famous 
dancer. So Halprin and his wife had the idea of design-
ing the entire site according to a choreography. A chore-
ography that celebrates the human movement, the 
sense of shelter, and the views that the grand natural 
setting have on offer. The question of how you connect 
to the surrounding is also very crucial for the design at 
Governors Point.

OA: Yes, absolutely. At Governors Point, the main path 
goes through the site, and then it leads right into the 
house. You arrive by car, inevitably. It’s too easy to think 
of this as a place for people walking, but in reality, there 
is always this moment when you get there and you have 
to get out of the car. This is a very difficult moment 
because you leave the little pocket of the city that you 
took with you and you let yourself go into this wilder-
ness. It is the moment of letting go, a supremely impor-
tant moment, when one is stepping out of the car and 
stepping into the landscape. My thought was, you arrive, 
you park, but then you have to walk a way from there  
to the house. There is a suburban approach in North 
America, there is always a garage, and people who live 
in the house, they always enter the house from the garage. 
Only guests come through the front door. Architects 
spend so much time thinking of this choreography of 
spaces starting from the front door, but the people who 
live in the house never experience it because they short- 
circuit the plan through the garage. It was important for 
me to have the car be a part of that choreography, so 

Condominium One (1965), 
designed by Charles  
W. Moore, Donlyn Lyndon, 
William Turnbull Jr., and 
Richard Whitaker of the 
MLTW partnership, was the 
first unit of the experimen-
tal community Sea Ranch,  
in Sonoma County,  
California. Realized accord- 
ing to a master plan by 
Lawrence Halprin, Sea 
Ranch is considered a step- 
ping stone in environ-
mental thinking applied to 
architecture and land-
scape design.

Photo: Morley Baer
© Morley Baer Photography Trust, 
Santa Fe
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Over time, mosses and lichens will grow on the wood 
boulders until the “potatoes” no longer read as discrete 
objects but become one with the ecology of the site.
Photo: Fahim Kassam

94, floor plan.
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when you arrive there, you see a little bit of water, and 
then you see the trees, something to ignite a sense of 
curiosity. Then you park, and then you walk in a gentle 
curve; all you see in the beginning is just land and trees 
and a little bit of water, then, after you curve, you see 
the entrance to the house. As I mentioned before, the 
back side of the house is buried under the ground, so 
the entrance is simply a gap between two mounds of 
earth. Then, as you pass through the gap, two things 
happen: first, you encounter a very special tree, one of 
the oldest Douglas Fir trees on the site, in a courtyard 
separating the public and private wings of the house. 
Second, you perceive the cliff edge falling away from 
you into the ocean for the first time, and realize that you 
are floating over the edge of the cliff. We are attempting 
to build a dramatic tension between the sheltered feel-
ing of entering an underground space and very soon 
afterwards the exposed feeling of being suspended over 
the edge of the cliff.

“ You perceive the cliff edge 
falling away from you  
into the ocean for the first 
time, and realize that  
you are floating over the 
edge of the cliff.”

Photo: Fahim Kassam

ALN: There is a recurring coincidence I would like to 
address. Not only was Lawrence Halprin’s wife a famous 
dancer, but also Gordon Matta-Clark’s partner, Carol 
Goodden, was a dancer in Trisha Brown’s company. 
Once, he even danced with her in a performance in a 
gallery in Milan. There seems to be quite a few inter-
esting connections between architecture and dance. 
Rachel, your partner, is also a dancer. Do you think the 
way you organize space as pathways and broken-up  
volumes has somehow been influenced by dance, by 
movements in space? 

OA: Probably unconsciously. Everything that surrounds 
us influences us to a certain extent, and our choice of 
partner particularly so. But I don’t want to do too much 
self-analysis because it can be dangerous, you know.  
It freezes you creatively. I would imagine there’s some 
strong influence that Rachel has on me, but it is better 
not to define it too much, better to leave it fluid and 
mysterious.

Gordon Matta-Clark 
dancing with the Trisha 
Brown Company in a 
performance of Group 
Primary Accumulation  
at Galleria Toselli, Milan, 
October 19, 1973.
© Franco Toselli

Used as a mold,  
the wooden “potatoes” 
leave a negative 
impression in the 
concrete surface of 
the roof, giving shape 
to a new artificial 
topography.
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ALN: In contrast to Governors Point, the design for the 
Bridge House (91), another project you are currently 
working on, has a more direct approach to the site and 
the house in terms of its spatial choreography.

OA: Yes, a person arriving at the site always walks on 
one level, a sort of universal datum, and the topography 
of the site fluctuates relative to that datum. You become 
very aware of the different microecologies and changes 
in that way. Instead of your position changing relative to 
the site, the site appears to change position relative to 
you! Since the house serves as a bridge over a deep fern 
gully, you never go up or down; you just walk straight. 
At first you are walking on the earth floor of the forest, 
and you are grounded. You enter the house, and in the 
middle of the plan (the living room) you find yourself 
adjacent to a courtyard, which makes it clear you are 
actually suspended a few meters above the ground, 
within the tree canopy! You continue walking within 
the home and end up in the kitchen, where you are 
once again grounded in the topography of the site, this 
time at the water’s edge. You’ve landed on the other 
side of the bridge, on a beach. You find yourself here 
with a direct relationship to the sea. The project is 
about toggling between the experience of being 
grounded — walking on the forest floor on one side, and 
the beach on the other — and that of taking flight into 
the tree canopy in between. In each case, it heightens 
the experience of the different layers of ecology/topo-
graphy. I designed this house for a couple whose chil-
dren are leaving for university, and so the house is a new 
chapter in their lives. One wing of the house is where 
the children’s rooms or guest rooms are, and it is closed 
much of the time. The couple occupy the other wing of 
the house, but whenever their children come home, or 
whenever they host guests, they open up these addi-
tional rooms. You can only access the children’s/guest 
rooms from two small bridges, so you have to go outside 
to go back inside, walking under the canopy of the 
trees, experiencing the weather.

#91 

1 10

1 10

2120

2020

The decision to site the house as a bridge organized in 
a perpendicular relationship to the water’s edge is also 
driven by an analysis of the sea level rise over the next 
100 years due to climate change. What is today  
a fern gully will gradually transform into a saltwater  
tidal pool basin, eventually becoming a discreet ocean 
inlet, with the house bridging over it to land on a little 
island. The family, over one or two generations, will be 
able to measure the changes in the ecology of the site in 
response to global environmental change against the 
horizontal datum of the house.

ALN: By dividing the house into different sections, you 
create an ambiguous space between outside and inside, 
like the open corners of Randy’s House.

OA: I like the idea that the portions of the house that 
are communal — like the fireplace and dining area — are 
clearly separated from the more private areas, where 
the bedrooms are, and that you have to go outside on 
your way back in.

ALN: Where is the material aspect, the generative  
experimentation in this project? 

OA: In this case, it’s wood again, but in a totally differ-
ent way. I struggle a lot working with wood because by 
the time wood reaches the architect, it’s already been 
processed so much that it is completely two-dimensional. 
What kind of formal/material discovery is possible with 
wood that is already a perfect rectangular shape? Like 
with Governors Point, you need to apply some sort of 
reduction to it. In this case, we used an industrial sand-
blaster (typically used in industry to clean the hulls of 
ocean freighters, for example) to erode the wood, so 
that the softer part was removed while the harder parts 
of the grain formed a kind of high relief. This gave us a 
natural pattern, which is actually linked to the growth 
rings of the wood. We obtain a very different effect  
according to age of the wood — it’s more expressive the 
younger the wood is, because the growth rings are fur-
ther apart. The idea is not to control it too much, but to 
let it happen, to let the sandblasting do the work. The 
shape of the windows is also a consequence of this 
treatment, because at the edges, where the wood is soft, 
you have these irregular eroded shapes. This facade is 
another topography. Much less so than the potatoes, but 
there might still be lichens, moss, and bugs, and things 
like that.

A

91, section.

91, floor plan.
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91 is clad in heavy cedar blocks that receive an aggressive sandblasted 
finish, accentuating the grain of the wood and forming a pattern based 
on the natural growth rings of the tree. Photo: Fahim Kassam

Photo: Fahim Kassam

Project #91 is a house 
on a waterfront lot  
in the Gulf Island archi- 
pelago of the Canadian 
Pacific Northwest.  
The house consists of a 
suspended bridge 
between two naturally 
occurring rocky ridges 
spanning over a gully. 
Over the next 100 
years, rising sea levels 
will flood the gully, 
leaving the house sus- 
pended over the water.
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#75.9

Photo: Fahim Kassam

ALN: Another project you are realizing at the moment is 
75.9. Here, the material experimentation is with con-
crete. Can you tell us a bit about the project?

OA: The clients wanted to have a very big house. It’s a 
North American thing: the cars are big, everything is 
big. My way of dealing with that was to bury it. At least 
when it’s buried, you only see three little tree pavilions 
above ground, built around large fabric-formed concrete 
columns. For me, this project is extremely significant 
because it’s the first time that we are able to use a pro-
cess-driven technique that generates the actual space, 
not just discreet components for the building that  
attach to otherwise conventional construction.

ALN: To create these columns, you experimented with 
a new way of pouring concrete using a cast made of  
textile with an exoskeleton made of timber ribs. How 
did you come up with the idea of using textile?

OA: It comes from a very conscious critique of concrete 
construction. Although concrete is liquid, we use it 
mostly in flat, rectangular forms. You would never be 
able to tell that concrete is a liquid material in the  
finished form if you didn’t already know. Even when 
people make expressive forms, like Enric Miralles, they 
still use concrete to replicate forms they see in their 
own imagination. The forms are not based on the mate-
rial properties of concrete. I always feel uncomfortable 
with concrete that doesn’t acknowledge its own 
plasticity. 

Almost more important is the fact that it is so much 
more expensive to build with concrete in a strictly rec-
tangular way than if one would acknowledge its plastic 
form. When you start making rectangular forms out of 
concrete, it involves five or six times as much labor,  
because you have to build everything out of wood first. 
Concrete is liquid, but we impose our own predomi-
nantly grid-based, geometrical organizing systems onto 
it, and we go to tremendous lengths to build the nega-
tive of what we want, pour concrete in, and then remove 
the formwork. It just seems crazy to me, and this is why 
I have been on a mission to find alternative methods  
of casting concrete. I am not the first one to do this.  
A recent example is Mark West’s theoretical work at the 
university of Manitoba, for example, but there are  
others stretching back into time, like Félix Candela, 
and even the ancient Romans. I think that pouring con-
crete with a method responding to its intrinsic qualities 
could be a huge leap, because it is cheaper, less waste-
ful, and less labor intensive than conventional concrete 
construction. Until now, for our experiments, we have 
used plywood for the rib armature that holds the fabric 
form, but in a future iteration we would use steel ribs, 
which are reusable. With this change you eliminate 
most of the material waste in concrete construction,  
a lot of the labor, and, essential for me, you obtain a 
sculptural form that acknowledges what concrete really 
is: fluid.

Currently under  
construction, project 
#75.9 is a house  
situated on a hay farm  
in the Canadian Pacific 
Northwest. It makes  
use of an experimental 
technique of pouring 
concrete into a fabric 
mold, giving shape  
to organic columns that 
also form canopies.

The trumpet-shaped columns are hollow and 
will be filled with soil. Trees will be planted  
on top of each column so as to create a green 
walkable roofscape. Photo: Fahim Kassam
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ALN: How do you get your knowledge? What kind of 
textiles to use, for example? Where does the necessary 
expertise come from? 

OA: I collaborate with engineers. I have to collaborate 
with people who know. I don’t have the knowledge 
when I begin, and this is why I have a great team with 
whom we do a lot of research. For example, yesterday  
I met Mike Schlaich, who I think could be a great  
resource to advance this kind of work.

ALN: A great part of your work is about exposing the 
secrets of the materials. It has, in a way, the quality of a 
forensic study. It’s in your architecture as well as in the 
objects you design. To reveal the hidden, unpredictable 
reactions of the material, you often make these kinds of 
forensic cuts, done in retrospect, to rediscover what is 
already there, in the material. This brings me back to 
the work of Gordon Matta-Clark, who even cut entire 
buildings. In the beginning, you told us about your  
approach to architectural design, that you start design-
ing by building models, a process that is more intuitive 
and haptic. I have the feeling that, in your case, cutting 
serves literally as sections that translate the material  
approach of the model back into the analytical language 
of architecture, which is the two-dimensional drawing. 
Can you tell us more about the idea of cutting?

OA: That’s very interesting. In fact, we have always cut 
the artefacts that we make in the glass shop. It is a com-
mon technique when ceramicists are starting out: make 
a pot and then cut through it to understand what you 
have made, because when you are learning you have no 
idea what’s happening inside the volume where your 
eye can’t follow. We have over the years adopted a  
similar cutting technique as an internal tool for us to 
understand our own work, and sometimes for us to be 
able to show it or explain it to others. Initially, I never 
considered cutting as a technique that we could use to 
actually produce the work in the same way as we do 
other techniques, like casting, electroplating, glass-
blowing, or whatever. Recently we found ourselves with 
hundreds of glass offcuts in the studio that were the 
waste product of project number 84, a pendant lamp. 
We took pictures of them because they were so beauti-
ful. Only then did I realize that cutting is another tool, 
another process, which is not just analytical but valua-
ble in and of itself. Something we should curate. If I am 
building a practice that is focused on process as the  
generative poetry, if process is what I am after, then 
could cutting be the most fruitful process? All the 

secrets that are already there can be exposed with cut-
ting. This has changed the way I design. Now, when  
I instigate a process to make form, I already anticipate 
that that form is going to be cut later. With concrete,  
it’s very exciting, because you almost subconsciously  
already know while you are casting that what you will 
expose later is a very fascinating section.

ALN: So, you are revealing the anatomy of the structure, 
the hidden internal life of these creatures. The beauty 
of this process-driven approach is that you expose the 
poetry of the material logics by allowing unpredictable 
incidents, things that are impossible to plan. You don’t 
really know what is going on inside, and then you cut it 
and you see the thickness and the layers, etc. Sections 
have always been a crucial part of architectural practice, 
even if Enric Miralles hated them. How could this kind 
of approach advance architecture?

OA: I would like to cut an entire building. Imagine an 
entire building being cut, not just as an analytical/artistic 
tool long after construction, as Gordon Matta-Clark did, 
but as one of many form-generating tools during con-
struction. We always construct. The process of building 
is always additive. Imagine a reductive process instead. 
Imagine constructing a building only to very aggres-
sively cut it later. 

Project #84 is a series  
of pendant lamps made 
of a hot glass bubble 
captured into a copper 
mesh and plunged into 
another layer of clear 
glass. Air is blown into 
the matrix to gently push 
the inner glass through 
the mesh and create a 
delicate pillowed form 
that is suspended inside 
the outer layer of glass.

Produced by Bocci
© Bocci
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“ Imagine an entire building being cut, not just as an analytical/artistic tool,  
as Gordon Matta-Clark did, but as one of many form-generating tools.  
The process of building is always additive. Imagine a reductive process instead.”

Gordon Matta-Clark:  
Circus or The Caribbean 
Orange, detail, 1978.
Museum of Contemporary  
Art Chicago, gift from  
The Howard and Donna  
Stone Collection, 2002.
Photo: Nathan Keay
© MCA Chicago

After the glass has 
solidified, capturing 
the copper mesh 
inside it, the upper 
edge of the lamp is 
cut off and a LED 
 light source is 
introduced into the 
piece. The offcut 
(photo on the right) 
reveals the material 
process behind the 
making of 84.  
Photo: Fahim Kassam

3332



#86.3

Project #86.3 is the new five-storey headquarters 
for the design and manufacturing company 
Bocci in Vancouver, Canada. The project 
makes use of a technique of pouring concrete 
over formwork composed of haphazardly 
stacked hay bales wrapped in loose fabric. The 
entire facade surface is then cut using a 
diamond rope saw. The interior volumes are the 
result of the unpredictable impressions left by 
the hydro-static pressure of concrete applied to 
the hay and fabric. Photo: Fahim Kassam

OA: One of our upcoming projects is a new factory and 
studio building we are working on for our own company 
Bocci, in Vancouver (86.3). The design principle is rel-
atively simple. We’re using piles of hay bales wrapped 
in geotextile fabric as formwork for concrete. The re-
sulting spaces are cavernous and complex, with the hy-
drostatic pressure of the concrete against numerous 
modular hay bales defining the form.  After the con-
crete cures, we are exploring the possibility of cutting 
portions of the facade with a diamond rope saw, the 
kind used to quarry marble. I imagine the resulting 
forms will be astonishing. 

ALN: For your recent exhibition in Vancouver, you also cut 
one of those textile-cast concrete columns with a rope. 
Can you use this technique to cut any dimension?

OA: Any dimension. You can cut an entire building. 
This is why Infraleichtbeton (infra-lightweight con-
crete) invented by Mike Schlaich is very important for 
me, because you cannot do this if you had insulation,  
a vapor barrier, and all the other layers. Imagine: we 
cast a one-meter-thick concrete matrix and then we cut 
through it. Inside, outside — it doesn’t matter. Infra-
leichtbeton is going to change construction forever,  
because it goes back to basics and you no longer need 
all those crazy plastic layers to keep the building warm 
and dry. The concrete itself fulfils these functions.

ALN: What is your position on sustainability? The notion 
of reducing material use, and so on? 

OA: I think that the most sustainable thing you can do 
as an architect or designer is to create work of cultural 
value. If you make something that is culturally relevant, 
well-thought-through, and rigorously executed, those 
buildings or objects will never be demolished or thrown 
away. When they become old, they will be restored. 
When they fail, they will be fixed. We live in a capitalist, 
consumer-driven society, in which as soon as something 
is made and bought, it immediately decreases in value. 
When you buy a car, the minute you buy it, it’s worth 
less than what you paid for it. Of course, I am using 
monetary value as a way of describing it; I don’t care 
about the monetary value. I do believe that there is  
a shortsightedness to conventional sustainability think-
ing, because I think that the goal, above all, should be 

to make something relevant, something important.  
If we do that, as designers, manufacturers, and archi-
tects, the objects that we create will have a longevity 
that will prevent new objects from being made. The 
most wasteful thing is more objects, more buildings. 
The sickness of our culture manifests, among other 
ways, in that we build buildings that need to be rebuilt 
20 years later. I think it is fine to spend great resources 
on construction. I think it is fine to spend resources 
making very special objects, as long as those objects or 
buildings will still be there 100, 200, 500 years from 
now. The problem is that, more often than not, we build 
for obsolescence. We make objects designed to be re-
placed every ten years or even less. The IKEA table 
that you buy for 150 euros — it says made of 100% recy-
cled materials on the label, but what does it matter if 
you only use it for three years and then throw it away? 
Instead, imagine buying a table that a craftsperson has 
made, and that you fall in love with, and that later some-
body inherits. After you die, it passes on to another gen-
eration, and another, and another. So many people will 
eat and talk at that table. All that humanity seeps into 
the wood. No one will ever throw it away; it will be a 
table forever. That’s my position on sustainability. Of 
course, we use recycled glass in our manufacturing and 
so on. We have to follow all the conventional sustaina-
bility principles as best as we can and we do so whole-
heartedly. It would be crazy not to. But there is a bigger 
picture that I believe is missing from contemporary  
discourse on the matter. Sometimes there is a sort of 
conservatism to sustainability that prevents from com-
ing up with sustainable approaches and solutions.
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For the 2019 exhibition Particles of the Built World,  
a concrete column was casted in a fabric form and left 
to cure for 29 days in a Vancouver warehouse. The 
column was then publicly sliced into nine 35 cm thick 
sections with a diamond rope saw, and exhibited at  
the Surrey Art Gallery, Surrey, Canada.
Photo: Fahim Kassam
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The sliced concrete monoliths speak for new imaginative 
ways of casting concrete, acknowledging the liquid nature 
of the material. Photo: Fahim Kassam 3938
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