
The Irregularly Shaped Pearl: Albedo
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Albedo, defined as the discontinuity between color and light 
that appears on a surface (often in the form of a pronounced 
highlight), is produced through the manipulation of orientation, 
variation and reflectivity.  It is not necessary that the surface 
embody all of these attributes to an equal degree, but rather 
can successfully employ one, or perhaps two, of these qualities 
to produce the architectural effect.

The first property, that of orientation, is most successfully de-
ployed in what is defined as 'school of fish.'  Here, as the name 
suggests, a surface that is comprised of a multitude of small 
components that are oriented to the normals of a surface will 
produce a subtle albedo as the individual components catch 
the light along the curvature.  This property has the effect of 
accentuating the curvature of a surface, which can be seen in 
the sculpture by Jacob Hashimoto and the pillow by Ulrika 
Liljedahl.  The latter actually uses surfaces components in a 
way that deviates from pure surface normal orientation, but 
rather shifts portions to be skewed or perpendicular to the 
surface.  This strategy, along with subtle gradation of color, 
begins to manipulate the contrast between albedo and shadow 
that is counter to that of the surface - in effect detaching the 
architectural effect from the form itself.

The second property, variation - specifically minute variation, is 
used to reinforce the contrast between albedo and shadow 
through, again, the accentuation of curvature.  This is often 
necessary when the curvature is more gradual or even, in the 
case of Herzog & de Meuron's Signal Box, completely 
orthogonal.  Perhaps the most radical use of minute variation 
can be seen in the bris solei of Michael Wilford's Esplanade 
Theater.  Here the spiny forms that are arrayed across the 
surface accentuate the curvature and give rise to a type of 
hyper-albedo where the underlying darker skin (the shadow) 
gradually appears to give contrast to the highlight of the outer 
panel.

The third and final property, reflectivity, is most effectively used 
when the surface is smooth and shiny, as in Frank Gehry's 
Corcoran Gallery of Art.  Gehry has designed the titanium 
panels with a specific albedo effect in mind and has 
disassociated their form from that of the structure - the panels 
are oriented for reflection.  This gives rise to the strong edge 
highlight that can be seen on this project (any many others) 
which is the way in which he successfully accentuates the 
curving undulating forms against the orthogonal masonry 
backdrop.
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