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Sublime Bodies: Architectural Problems in the Postdigital Age compiles
the professional and academic, theoretical and practical works of SPAN
architecture founded by Matias del Campo and Sandra Manninger
in 2003, in Vienna, Austria. Drawing on the discourse of design
methodology, this book also investigates a conversation on design
philosophy and design thinking. When we have become accustomed
of placing architects on subject position, so as the conventions shaped
by the affirmative architectural technology and techniques, this book
enkindles an intriguing process of sensing and perception, and opens
up a unprecedented dialogue between machine and emotion both based
on digital design and robotic construction. It lays down a theoretical
foundation for situating today’s comprehension of the relationship

between tools and design thinking in this very posthuman era.

That exploration on the autonomy, is unquestioned the core issue
of critical thinking in architecture. Human beings, the subject
of thinking, has long been setting the simulation and generation
of self-imposed consciousness and logic prior to design and
production. Organized from top to bottom, or vice versa. This
established thinking pattern, centers on none but human’s own will
and desire. Indicating a shifting subject from man to intelligent
robots, or to man-machine coordination in autonomous tectonics,
this suspension, collaboration and mutation will rewrite the agenda
of architecture autonomy in its own right.

The “Postdigital Shift” put forward in Sublime Bodies: Architectural
Problems in the Postdigital Age, contends that the architectural



discourse has devoted from form-making paradigm, to the design
and production methods that new architectural new materiality
may empower. With the arrival of machine cognition era, issues like
machine learning, human-computer interactions have been constantly
branched out and reshaped the ecology of building delivering. Based
on this, through identifying the modes of material aggregation and
integrating the consciousness and sensibility, the second half of the
book introduces a significant extension to the ontology of architecture.

Being the designer of Australian Pavilion in 2010 Shanghai EXPO,
Matias del Campo and Sandra Manninger have been exploring
architecture theory in combination with cutting edge technologies.
Through consecutive participation in the DigitalFUTURE
Shanghai workshop since 2013, their pedagogy on autonomous
tectonics continuously explores the boundary of human and
machine intelligence, thus conducts on the unpredictable nature
of morphological generation involving with machine participation.
These efforts, undoubtedly, are redefining the design process and
production system. The integration of digital technology, attests
to the transformation of the design methods and thought exercise,
further, foresees a future of artificial intelligence to come.

Philip E Yuan
Ph.D., Professor in CAUP, Tongji University
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Postdigital Shift

The machine has no feelings, it feels no fear and no hope ... it operates according
to the pure logic of probability. For this reason I assert that the robot perceives
more accurately than man.

—Max Frisch, Homo Faber: A Report
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Computational tools have become a standard in the discipline of
architecture, in that extent we can think of a saturation of the field with
computational tools. From early design stages, to visualization to the
execution of building designs, every aspect of the industry is dominated
by the use of computers and software. Insofar computational tools do
not form the exception but have become today’s standard, the rule,
the norm. The consequence is not necessarily the omnipresence of
sophisticated applications, on the contrary the predominant method
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1: Whilst the former needs computers, as a mean
of translating a preconceived idea into digital files
to achieve a result, the later does not, as it relies on
various forms of computation including but not
limited to Analogue Computation and Material
Computation.

2: Paul Markillie, The Third Industrial Revolution,
The Economist, April 2012, P.46-52

relies on the translation of conventional, pre-digital, design methods such
as the drafting of plans and sections and visualization of preconceived
ideas. This can be described as computerized methods in contrast to
the opposite end of the spectrum which relies on computational ideas!.
Considering the ubiquitous presence of digital tools in the discipline,
we can consider our current stage as the dawn of the Postdigital Age the
initial fascination with the opportunities inherent in computational tools
has evaporated, instead we enter a phase of maturation, of virtuosity and
of exploration into alternative design methods relying on computational
ecologies consisting of code and computer controlled machinery. The
resultis a shift away from architecture design paradigms discussing issues
of visualization and simulation towards an exploration of in situ matter
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3: David Bourne, My Boss the Robot, Scientific
America, Volume 308, Nr.5, New York, May
2013,P.39-41

4: Ibid.

5: Manuel de Landa, Computer and the War Machine,
presented at NetAccess, Vienna, Austria 1996

management, historically a core competence of architecture, within the
frame of computer controlled machines. The rise of 3D printing along
with all the opportunities inherent in computer controlled fabrication
(Laser Cutting, CNC Milling, Robotics etc.) serve as an indicator
for an era of individualized fabrication which has been described by
commentators as the Third Industrial Revolution?. Aspects such as
machine learning, robot-human cooperation® and cognitive machines*
are expanding and transforming the entire ecology of production,
morphing from economies of scale to economies of agglomeration®.
For the discipline of architecture to be part of this massive shift, it is
of paramount importance to understand how the Postdigital Age will
change the game in terms of architectural production and design, as

HERT . 3DITEH X REME T HEN R LN ANE (B
ATE, BERK, IBEBARRF) T EKANAH R K
ARMEST, ENEFZRTLEMINBI. GIEFA .
AR FP LR R BN B EAE TR K, RE T EA
EFRANERSEHR, BREREEFMRELF . BA¥
RARXTRHEANERZE, FHILEMRE KT K5k
WA ERREFERE T LREBRAREERERER, H
HERHTHCHT RN —MHFT X THXUERR SR
B, KEfEmHRAHIL (LHTHE) .
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well as how it produces a novel culture at large. A culture which brokers
the realities (and uncertainties) of programming, coding and alternative
material systems.

To address the before mentioned paradigmatic shift, from visualization
and simulation to real-time matter management I will rely on two
examples based on robotic fabrication, both are emergent deposition
modeling systems which rely on sets of simple rules to generate
highly intricate spatial conditions. Both of them are results of basic
explorations. The catalogue of terms to describe the results of this
explorations include vocabulary such as index, indexicality, emergence
and autonomous behavior.
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6: Robotic system is composed of a Kuka KR100
HA L90 arm, K-1500-3 linear axis. BAK Extruder
6007CS, Canon EOS 600D as optical sensor.

Robotic Construction, Autonomous Tectonics, Thermo-formations

Autonomous Tectonics is based on explorations into emergent robotic
fabrication methods and basic research on autonomous material
formations. This approach allows the exploration of aggregations
of matter; based on rule sets on the one side, and specific material
behavior on the other, including the programming of procedures to
infuse a robotic setup with the possibility to, independently, make
decisions about material deposition based on criteria defined as a result
of the information perceived by the robotic setup®. The information
processed by the robot involved the building perimeter and the scanned
result of the initial material deposition. Following these initial tests,
the focus shifted from the programming, and algorithmic aspect of

the investigation to the performative qualities inherent in alternative

MBEAEE, AEEM, BARTY
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Apophenic Ecologies Studio, construction of first prototype model at the FabLab of
Taubman College, University of Michigan, Fall 2012
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material systems. Performative in this realm of thinking is not intended
primarily as a noun describing utilitarian qualities but as an index of
qualities encompassing primeraly intensive properties such as firmness,
plasticity, malleability, elasticity, refractiveness, density, anisotropy,
translucency and transparency. The technique applied in order to create
a spatial formation can be described as emergent modeling. To generate
a clear picture of we need to clarify the criteria that describe a technique
such as emergent modeling.
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