
The Irregularly Shaped Pearl: Drapery
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Drapery, as it relates to the baroque in contemporary 

architecture, is any surface effect where one can understand 

the surface and what's beneath/behind it at the same time.  It 

cannot oscillate between readings of surface and that which is 

behind, but rather most always be understood as one and the 

same.  The effect that drapery produces is that it allows for 

multiple figures to be cast into one continuous surface - an 

example of which can be seen in the 'Chimera' sculpture by 

Aziz + Cucher.  Here the artists took various electronics 

components and cast a draped undulating form around them.

There are four types of drapes - bunched/gathered, inflected, 

taut, and billowy.  The bunched and billowy drape types 

produce poche while drapes that are taut or inflected are more 

tailored to what's underneath.  All four share the characteristic 

that they show architectural depth - that is they are not be 

considered mere shrink wrapping such as what is seen in the 

Milan Trade Fair by Massimiliano Fuksas.

Frank Gehry is often experimenting with drapes and their 

effects - with designs that are sometimes bunched, sometimes 

inflected, and even sometimes discontinuous.  Gehry's Lewis 

Residence is a perfect example of a bunched/gathered drape 

where you can see the surface folding over on itself to create 

the aforementioned poche space while at the same time 

revealing the figures that lie behind it.  His designs for 

Millenium Park in Chicago or the Fischer Arts Center highlight 

the other end of the spectrum where the drape is no longer 

loose but is actually stetching to become billowy.  As an 

additional technique he breaks up the drape to make it 

discontinuous so that the drape and the enclosure are no 

longer one and the same.

The infamous residence by Kolaton/MacDonald is a great 

example of a inflected drape where the drape doesn't produce 

poche space but rather unifies the disparate forms which lie 

underneath.  Here usually differentiated forms of shower, seat, 

shelf, and wall are unified into one monolithic plastic drape.  

The memory of the original is quite prominent - probably due to 

our overwhelming familiarity with these forms on a day to day 

basis.

While not one of the four core drape types, the intersecting 

drape is one that bears mention since it begins to show how a 

drape can begin to weave in and out of another drape, or how a 

drape can begin to weave its way through structure.  In their 

proposal for the Museum of Sex, SHoP deploys an intersecting 

drape on the facade where an opaque surface is weaving its 

way in and out of the facade structure to create enclosing 

volumes on the outside of the skin.

1. Chimera by Aziz + Cucher; 2. Milan Trade Fair by Massimiliano Fuksas; 3. Lewis 
Residence by Frank O. Gehry; 4. Millenium Park Concert Pavilion by Frank O. Gehry; 
5. Fischer Arts Center by Frank O. Gehry; 6. OK Apartment by Kolotan MacDonald; 7. 
Museum of Sex by SHoP
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