
Opalescence is another baroque attribute that focuses on 

material depth, however unlike drapery and illusory depth, the 

individual layers that comprise that depth should not be realized 

on the outer surface.  Rather the depth should materialize 

through a milky iridescence or glow (like that seen in an opal), 

reflecting light but not the figures that are contained within - or at 

worst a realization of traces to what's behind.

Nicholas Grimshaw's Eden Project is an example of deploying a 

translucent material to obscure the figures behind while still 

allowing for enough reflection and refraction of light to occur so 

that one can understand the system's depth.  Varying or 

constant degrees of translucency are what is critical to any 

technique that attempts to engage opalescence.  The material 

cannot be glossy, matte or overly porous or transparent.  It must 

have a milky quality that will allow for a reading of depth and a 

magnification of the curvature (if the geometry is indeed curved).

This point about curvature is expertly exercised in the Cotbus IT 

Center by Herzog & de Meuron where the varying use of 

different opaque milky panels allows one to read depth and the 

curving form as one system - as the qualities that are inherent in 

opalescence allow for the existence of a faint albedo - which 

highlights curvature or discontinuities within a surface through 

the contrast between light and shadow.

This is not to say that curving geometry is tantamount to the 

success of opalescence.  Many examples of projects that 

employ orthogonal geometry, such as the Walker Art Center by 

Herzog & de Meuron or the Art Museum in Bergranz by Peter 

Zumthor, are just as skilled at using varying degrees of 

translucency and glow to produce material depth.

1. Eden Project by Nicholas Grimshaw; 2. Cotbus IT Center by Herzog & de Meuron; 
3. Walker Art Center by Herzog & de Meuron; 4. Art Museum by Peter Zumthor
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