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Exactly 100 years after Adolf Loos wrote Ornament and Crime, a manifesto 
that effectively relegated ornament in architecture to the peripheries of 
the discourse, “Re-sampling Ornament” takes a first step towards tracing 
its re-emergence. For decades the language of architectural ornament has 
remained largely unspoken, but for a few memorable post-modern 
architectural experiments. Yet from Owen Jones 'Grammar of Ornament' to 
John Ruskin, Gottfried Semper, Louis Sullivan and William Hogarth – and 
contemporaries such as Kent Bloomer, a rich vocabulary of opposing and 
often contradictory theories exists to be readapted, re-sampled, and once 
again applied at the heart of architectural practice.  
Oliver Domeisen's research at his unit at London’s Architectural 
Association into the history and contemporary application of ornament in 
architecture has made it possible to embellish and enrich a mutual 
selection of new architectural projects with terminology drawn from many 
dictionaries; allowing for associations and groupings that can identify 
vital traces of ornament in current practice and at the same time rethink 
its boundaries, creating a new context within which contemporary projects 
can be redefined and rethought. 
 
Whilst the ideological rigor of Modernism once rejected the supposed 
decadence and wastefulness associated with the mass production of ornament, 
it is undeniable that over the past 10 years entirely new construction and 
manufacturing processes have made the return of ornament economically 
viable. 3D computer modelling can now steer mass-customisation processes 
from CNC milling to laser cutting. This has transformed the work of Barkow 
Leibinger as they explore a myriad of possibilities for modulating tubular 
steel, creating rotating screens that give the structural properties of 
metal the added effect of a delicate textile. Gramazio Kohler programmed a 
robot to construct brick walls that appear woven or soft. The architects 
Berthelier Fichet Tribouillet have impregnated acrylic façade panels with 
brass shavings in a redeployment of manufacturing debris.  
 
Crucial to a new reading of ornament in architecture is its enduring 
relationship to nature. Toyo Ito and Hitoshi Abe have translated and 
abstracted nature to implant architectural metaphors within the corporate, 
urban environment of Japan. Again, it is digital production that enables 
Abe to create a thoroughly contemporary manifestation of a forest canopy in 
all its intricacy, whilst Ito's structural abstraction of an adjacent 
Zelkhova tree becomes a pertinent reference to the origin myth of 
architecture: the primitive hut. François Roche / R&Sie(n)embeds the trauma 
of nature’s gradual erosion into the morphology of his design for a Swiss 
glacier museum in the alpine region of Evolène. The machinic transformation 
of locally sourced wood for the museum’s structure “corrupts” the twigs 
from the nearby forest into alienating spikes, creating ornament as a 
nightmare of potential loss.  



 
  
 
Re-sampling Ornament reasserts the right to enjoy the intelligent 
conceptual play with beauty and to rediscover sensuality in current 
manifestations of ornament in architecture. According to the architectural 
historian Kent Bloomer, there are malleable and erotic 'Bio-Keys' that span 
cultures and histories, as though there were some deeply rooted genetic 
code of ornament. Ruskin's "Curves of Temperance and Intemperance" sought 
the geometry of virtue in ornament, one that William Hogarth traces with 
scientific exactitude in the curvature of bones and the lines of a woman's 
pelvis.  
 
Today, computer-aided design can bring forth organic forms in architecture 
as well as stretching artifice to its extremes. Evan Douglis describes his 
invasive Helioscopes as ‘vision orifice and wire flesh’. Oliver Domeisen 
sees the resurgence of Rococo’s exuberance in these morphed curls. Whether 
or not the gigantic cumulus curves of Jürgen Mayer H’s Danfoss Universe 
building in Denmark count as ornament is open to speculation, yet the 
historical references certainly anchor his radical aesthetic in a 
picturesque tradition of ornamental architecture. 
 
Ornament is the home of metamorphosis uniting and transforming conflicting 
worldly elements. It is an image of combination and a spectacle of 
transformation. Ornament is a method to subsume almost anything into the 
architectural idiom: human bodies, plants, militaria, microscopic patterns, 
fantastical beasts – it is the realm of monsters and hybrids. Ornament is 
transgressive. It sits comfortably between realism and abstraction, 
antiquity and modernity, mechanical objectivity and artistic subjectivity, 
convention and expression, and the real and the ideal. 
 
In our age of conspicuous consumption, brand culture also becomes a welcome 
resource for the architecture of ornament in all its opulence. Jun Aoki has 
translated the Louis Vuitton brand iconography to create a veritable glut 
of architectural signage. Manuelle Gautrand found a timeless way to resolve 
the tricky issue of the brand design in architecture by embedding Citroen’s 
logo within an ornamental folded façade. The icons of our age are perhaps 
the logos that define the corporate world that surrounds us; the 
manufacturers of desire. The architects featured as defining new styles and 
languages to accommodate this iconography are distinguished by the elegance 
with which they resolve the dilemma of representation in unique ways – 
uniting ornament with a pertinent commentary on contemporary visual 
culture. Realities United have resolved the ubiquitous banality of the 
media screen applied to architecture by investing the pixel simultaneously 
with ornamental and architectural, and communicative qualities. The graphic 
designers 2x4 in turn create a multi-layered commentary with contemporary 
signage, as Shumon Basar points out: the pixel becomes ornament, ‘impish 
iconography’ and blasphemy all rolled into one; one of Rem Koolhaas’s 
intended Mies-takes within his masterplan for the IIT Mc Cormick Tribune 
Center in Chicago. 
  
Just as Hild & K have carved the historical image of ornament - shadows and 
all - back into a Berlin façade for posterity, so we hope that by 
excavating and implementing a rich repertoire of past discourse, Re-
sampling Ornament reinstates ornament in contemporary architecture with an 
abundance of new conceptual and aesthetic possibilities.   
Ornament operates trans-historically and trans-culturally. It is constant 
dynamic movement and expansion. Ornament is not truth – it is mimesis, 
material transubstantiation, deception, artifice, pleasure and beauty that 
render utility acceptable. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
RE-SAMPLING ORNAMENT features: 
 
HITOSHI ABE: AIP (RESTAURANT AOBA-TEI), SENDAI, 2005 // JUN AOKI: LOUIS 
VUITTON ROPONGI HILLS, TOKYO, 2003 // BARKOW LEIBINGER: CUT TO FIT, 2008 // 
BERTHELIER FICHET TRIBOUILLET: MEDIATHEK/ MULTIMEDIA LIBRARY – TOURS NORD, 
2007 // PATRICK BLANC: DER VERTIKALE GARTEN/ THE VERTICAL GARDEN – MUSÉE 
DES ARTS PREMIERS QUAI BRANLY, PARIS, 2004 // EVAN DOUGLIS: HELIOSKOPE/ 
HELIOSCOPES, LOS ANGELES 2006-2007 // MANUELLE GAUTRAND: ‹C_42›: CITROËN - 
FLAGSHIP SHOWROM, PARIS, 2007 // GRAMAZIO KOHLER: WEINGUT GANTENBEIN/ 
WINERY GANTENBEIN, FLÄSCH 2006 // THOMAS HEATHERWICK: EAST BEACH CAFÉ, 
LITTLEHAMPTON, 2007 // HILD UND K: FASSADENSANIERUNG/ FAÇADE REFURBISHMENT 
BERLIN-SCHÖNEBERG, BERLIN 1999 // TOYO ITO: TOD’S OMOTESANDO GEBÄUDE/ TOD’S 
OMOTESANDO BUILDING, TOKYO, 2004 // JÜRGEN MAYER H: DANFOSS UNIVERSE, 
NORDBORG, 2007 // OFFICE FOR METROPOLITAN ARCHITECTURE (OMA) & 2X4: THE MC 
CORMICK-TRIBUNE CAMPUS CENTER, CHICAGO 2003 // REALITIES UNITED & NIETO 
SOBEJANO: OSTFASSADE DES/ EASTERN FAÇADE OF THE ‹CENTRO DE CREACIÓN 
CONTEMPORÁNEA DE CÓRDOBA› (C4), CORDOBA, 2008/2011 // FRANÇOIS ROCHE 
/R&SIE(N): WATER FLUX, EVOLÈNE, 2009 // FRANCIS SOLER: MINISTERIUM FÜR 
KULTUR UND KOMUNIKATION/ MINISTRY OF CULTURE AND COMUNICATION – ILÔT DES 
BONS ENFANTS, PARIS, 2005. 
 
 
 
RE-SAMPLING ORNAMENT AT ART39BASEL: 
ART LOBBY TALK, June 4th, 4pm, at the Art Unlimited Auditorium 
with Oliver Domeisen, Francesca Ferguson, Shumon Basar & Guests. 
 
Art Lobby is a contact platform in the newly designed auditorium of Art 
Unlimited Hall of Art Basel. It serves as an open and experimental space 
hosting various activities such as personal encounters with art world 
personalities and special guests, interviews, featured artists, short 
presentations, roundtables, opinion talks and chance meetings. 
 
PUBLICATION: 
S AM No.5 „Ornament neu aufgelegt / Re-Sampling Ornament“ will be published 
on the occasion of the exhibition opening by Christoph Merian Verlag. 
 
S AM Swiss Architecture Museum with Oliver Domeisen (ED.) 
106 Pages, German / English 
ISBN 978-3-85616-371-6 
19,- CHF/ 12,- € 
With essays by: Oliver Domeisen, Marc Cousins, Niklas Maak, Shumon Basar, 
Brett Steele, Kent Bloomer a.o. 
 
 
CONTACT: 
Please confirm, if you will be able to attend the Press Preview on May 30 
at 10am  at S AM or if you wish to order the press kit and the exhibition 
catalogue.  
 
S AM Swiss Architecture Museum 
Steinenberg 7 
CH - 4051 Basel 
 
T 0041.(0)61 261 14 13 / F 0041.(0)61 261 14 28 
press@sam-basel.org / www.sam-basel.org  
 
S AM Opening hours:  
Tue, Wed, Fri: 11am – 6pm / Thu: 11am – 8:30pm / Sat, Sun: 11am – 5pm 
 


