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Looking back to classical architectural theories the concept of materiality 
and construction was regarded as the sole and consistent topic in archi-
tecture. In the 19th century architect and theorist Gottfried Semper has 
complained that they could cut granite, such as cheese. He criticized that 
the technical progress would overcome the resistance of the material and 
that architecture runs the risk to lose control over the building process. What 
would Semper have said to current developments in digital architecture and 
fabrication?

We talk about digital architecture, digital design and digital science. What-
soever that implies: We think we know how a computer operates. We think 
we know what hardware and software is. We think we know how an algo-
rithm performs and what code theory means. We think we know that robotics 
open up new opportunities for constructing complex geometries. And we 
think we know how to print not only photovoltaic cells and microchips, but 
also plastics and concrete. To say it short and sweet: Our general knowledge 
about the concept of materiality and precision in digital architecture and 
fabrication seems appreciable.

Indeed, the current scope for dialogue between architecture and the com-
puter has grown substantially larger. In previous areas of digital design, the 
computer was regarded as a tool for visualizing already finished concepts. 
However, the ability of information technology to develop computer programs 
for each specific design and production task has expanded the potential of 
the architectural design process. It is technically conceivable to use the com-
puter in architecture no longer just as ready-made collection of digital tools 
for conceiving and producing complex forms, but to use the computer itself 
as a tool for developing new tools, to compile new collections of tools and to 
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expand them at will. The computer has become an open system of architec-
tural design and fabrication.

In the course of this development the scope for the so-called dependence 
of construction and materiality has grown as well. Combining digital design 
and fabrication tools gives birth to a digital craft that allows architects to 
intervene directly in the production process and also opens up an array of 
new design options.

If traditional craft involves an implicit knowledge of using materials, “digital 
craft” requires also a precise description of every single step of the fabrica-
tion process. And that’s the problem: The resistance of the material. Milling 
machines process wood with unimagined accuracy. Robotics becomes a 
powerful tool for producing brick walls with complex geometries. But almost 
all of these machines used for digital fabrication modify the material they 
process.

What does this mean for the concept of materiality in architecture? How 
should we discuss not only about the relationship between man and ma-
chine, but also between materials and machine? And what does this say 
about the role of architectural production in the context of art, science and 
technology?
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