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Architectural isomorphism, wherein the interior and 
exterior	have	a	sense	of	design	and	conceptual	equal-
ity, has a rich and contested history in architectural 
practice and theory. The past century of practice 
has witnessed architecture oscillate from a desire 
to express the nature of constructive parts, to an 
image- and surface-oriented project complicit with 
consumer culture, communicating in a world of signs. 
As versioned and variated form evolves with increasing 
accessibility,	the	re-emergence	of	figuration	suggests	
that elements and parts might be the vessels of intra- 
and extra-disciplinary communication. The text that 
follows explores the communicative potential of the 
figural	brick	and	its	performance	in	simultaneous	roles	
of	the	scenographic	withdrawn	surface,	definitive	of	the	
decorated shed, and the tectonic object, an expression 
and operation of its own architectural construction. We 
will call this the “duck-brick.”

THE SCENOGRAPHIC
In examining architecture primarily as an optical and 
perceptual project, Robert Venturi and Denise Scott 
Brown, in their manifesto publication, Learning from 
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Las Vegas, established two categories of architectural 
contradiction between the outward appearance and the 
form, structure, and program of the building. 

Where the architectural systems of space, structure, 
and program are submerged and distorted by an 
overall symbolic form. This kind of building-becom-
ing-sculpture we call the duck in honor of the duck 
shaped drive-in, “The Long Island Duckling”....Where 
systems of space and structure are directly at the 
service of program, and ornament is applied inde-
pendently of them. This we call the decorated shed.1

Venturi Scott Brown’s mid-century position developed 
from an interest in the image-oriented culture of capi-
talism and its hegemony over design process and form. 
Economically, this concept of the decorated shed posi-
tioned the architect to design the element of the building 
that would be the most present in the urban realm, the 
facade, while allowing forces of capitalism to inform the 
program, structure, and interior form. 

Simultaneously, the placing of image over process 
suggested confronting the building as a series of surfaces 
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that can only be seen from a singular vantage point at 
a given time. Thus, much like a scene in the theater,  
a wall has the ability to be adorned with a one-sided treat-
ment to which its counterpart side is blind. The facade 
of the decorated shed participates in an outward world 
of semiotics and iconography lacking the isomorphic 
dialogue with its interior counterpart. Later on in their 
career, the practice would indeed interrogate and design 
the interior as well as the exterior, but would allow for the 
surface of the wall to be a renegotiating point, whereby the 
interior surface would service the needs of the program 
and the external surface those of the city. Simultaneously, 

the duck, as demonstrated by the Long Island Souve-
nir stand, was a stand-in for the idea of a building in its 
entirety	acting	as	a	symbol	of	something	else	(fig.	1).	Both	
of these conditions privileged the building as a whole in its 
operative workings as a symbol and ignored the construc-
tional parts themselves in their communicative ability. 

THE TECTONIC
A	discussion	of	expression	that	is	unique	to	architec-
tural construction, tectonics, at face value, could be 
defined	as	the	poetic	synergy	between	performing	the	
internal needs of constructing architecture and a har-
monious visualization of those needs through outward 
articulation	and	signification.	The	use	of	the	tectonic	
was most recently reintroduced into theoretical dis-
cussion by Kenneth Frampton in his seminal essay, 
“Rappel a L’order: the Case for the Tectonic,” in 1990 
and his publication that followed, Studies in Tectonic 
Culture, a sharp criticism of the “tendency to reduce 
architecture to scenography [and] the universal tri-
umph	of	Robert	Venturi’s	decorated	shed,”	specifically	
targeting the reduction of architecture’s agency to that 
false facade unrelated to the construction of space or 
shelter during the Post-Modern period.2 For Framp-
ton, a building is a product of the act of construction, 
a thing in itself, not a sign of other things, and thus 
ontological before representational. 

Frampton’s call to order suggests a reconsideration 
of the tectonic, whose origins he elucidates in the 
1840s, synchronously by the theorists Karl Bottichër 
and Gottfried Semper, in their essays “Tektonik der Hel-
lenen” and “The Four Elements of Architecture.” These 
two theorists deconstructed the tectonic object into two 
conceptual component parts: the ontological tectonic, 
or structural-technical—the nucleus that performs the 
architectural task—and the representational tectonic, 
or structural-representational—the part which visually 
articulates that which is happening unseen. Bötticher’s 
description of the Doric column order serves as an 
example where the nucleus or meat of the column’s 
interior, the Kern-form, performs the ontological struc-
tural	work,	while	the	external	articulation	of	fluting,	the	
Kunst-form, or decorative cladding, performs the repre-
sentational artistic role of visualizing the forces hidden 
within. The Kunst- and the Kern-form maintain a distin-
guishable separation through much of the modern era 
and become the foundational basis for tectonic overlay 
of cladding or expression on constructive principle, and 
arguably also lead to their complete separation during 
the Postmodern era. 

FIGURAL ELEMENTS
Simultaneous to the essays written by Semper and Böt-
ticher, John Ruskin was crafting his own book on architec-
tural decoration of the Gothic Revival, The Seven Lamps 
of Architecture, wherein he outlines methodologies for 

“architectural	delights”	of	applied	figural	decoration	out-
side of the order of the building. In his book, he defends 
the importance of what Bötticher described as the 
Kunst-form: “Better the rudest work that tells a story or 
records a fact, than the richest without meaning....Take, 
for example, the management of the capitals of the ducal 
palace	of	Venice…filled	with	meaning…a	series	represent-
ing,	first	the	various	fruits,	then	the	national	costumes,	
and the animals of the various countries subject to Vene-
tian rule.”3 Ruskin was faithful in his praise of architecture 
to contain intellectual commentary of signs about the 
world around it, and the containers for the signs were 
indeed	structure;	however,	they	were	by	no	means	inter-
ested in the representation of constructive of the tectonic 
as	his	contemporaries	(fig.	2).

Toward the end of the Modern period, several archi-
tects began pushing the limits of the distinguishable 
separation between these formal concepts through the 
introduction	of	the	figure,	expressing	some	quality	of	
both the internal forces as well as some local externality. 
As	Alan	Colquhoun	describes:

If we look at the Modern Movement [not as the last 
step in an evolutionary process in which the natural 

relationship between form and function has been a 
constant], the fundamental dialectic no longer seems 
to be that between form and function but that between 
form and another entity, which I shall call figure.  
By form I mean a configuration that is held to have 
either a natural meaning or no meaning at all. By fig-
ure I mean a configuration whose meaning is given by 
culture, whether or not it is assumed that this meaning 
ultimately has a basis in nature. 4

Notable examples of this would be the reemergence of 
the Caryatid in Berthold Lubetkin’s work Highpoint II in 
1938	(fig.	3),	where	the	structural	element	could	become	
the sign of another thing without losing its ontological 
tectonic, as well as much of Charles Moore’s substitution 
of Animalia for parts of larger structural pieces, such as 
moose heads for capitals or lions’ feet for their bases. 
Tectonics	today	are	often	conflated	with	materiality	

while	the	figural	shape	is	disregarded.	Indicative	of	this	
tendency is Louis Kahn’s conversation with the brick, 
often referenced as a discussion of materiality:

If you think of Brick, you say to Brick, “What do you 
want, Brick?” And Brick says to you, “I like an Arch.” 

Figure 2: Ruskin’s 
“Lamp of Memory.”  
The capitals of the 
Venetian Ducale 
palace, containing  
the images of the 
countries under 
Venetian rule as well  
as their water-fowl.

Figure 3: Lubet-
kin’s Highpoint. 
Demonstrates the 
reemergence of the 
figure as a reaction 
against Modernist 
abstraction in a way 
that does not under-
mine the ontological 
performance of the 
column.

Figure 1: Long Island 
Souvenir Stand – A 
National Historic 
Registry ferro-cement 
souvenir stand 
constructed in 1932.
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And if you say to Brick, “Look, arches are expensive, 
and I can use a concrete lintel over you. What do you 
think of that, Brick?”  Brick says, “I like an Arch.”5

In his essay “Can Tectonics Grasp Smoothness?” Wes 
Jones points out its clay composition is not really the 
issue that makes the brick stubborn: “Kahn is asking 
about	the	brick’s	figure,	but	since	a	single	brick	is	not	good	
for much, he is really asking about the aggregation pos-
sibilities of its chosen shape, its teleology of assemblage 
not its materiality.”6 The arch for Kahn is the integration of 
artistry and the functional performance of the brick units 
within the wall. The totality of the wall as composed by 
these units becomes the collapse of the ontological with 
the representational tectonic, but what of the unit itself? 

FIGURAL FOLDING
The	first	decade	of	the	twenty-first	century	witnessed	
the simultaneous birth in architecture of parametric 
software	and	production	techniques	such	as	a	computer	
numeric controlled cutting that allowed for a formal par-
adigm	of	versioning,	or	mass	differentiated	production,	
to be unleashed into the market. This advent has seen 
designers adapt the means of automated fabrication and 
parametric versioning away from forms that are merely 
abstract presentations of tectonic functional needs and 
performances of their own computational procedures 
into	deployment	of	more	complex	figures,	“configura-
tions whose meaning is given by culture.” Unlike previous 
periods	where	the	figure	has	been	perceived	as	a	means	

of contradiction via elemental collage, the parametric and 
versioned possibilities phrased by digital fabrication have 
allowed for a varied expression of part that participates 
on its own rhetorically within larger cultural framework 
while simultaneously remaining complicit with the tec-
tonic needs of the whole structure in which it sits. 
One	of	the	significant	technological	advances	that	

has led toward this reemergence is the development and 
deployment of certain parametric design software that 
has given the designer the ability to anticipate behaviors 
of materiality and geometry. Within the area of folding, 
this has opened up several avenues of complexity. Sur-
face folding works from 2-dimensional planar materials 
and alters their planarity into volumetric pieces, imbuing 
the material with structure in multiple axes. The act of 
folding	is	sequential,	as	demonstrated	in	the	traditional	
technique	of	origami:	Each	action	builds	upon	a	previous	
action,	and	thereby	each	action	opens	and	closes	off	a	
world of sub-possibilities. Parametric software, such 
as Grasshopper coupled with recursive Python-based 
plugins like RoboFold, allows the designer to set certain 
variables of tolerance such as the rest-angle to limit the 
possibilities of the assembled folded structure, allow-
ing the designer to understand how the volumetrically 
folded surface can be aggregated in a point of stasis. 
While	straight	folding	offers	a	window	into	the	possi-

bilities, the more complex problems of “curve-folding” 
demonstrate	deeper	benefits	of	the	anticipatory	soft-
ware nature. When folding along a curved perforation 
or score, not only is the volume of the overall surface 

Figure 4: Escher 
Tessellation Analysis 
– The equilateral 
triangular grid, which 
could be applied to a 
geodesic form, would 
be what Alberti refers 
to as the lineamenta, 
or the underlying 
pattern, while the 
figural nature of the 
duck becomes the 
disegno. In the world 
of tectonics, this would 
be the difference 
between the Kern-
form and Kunst-form, 
respectively.

changing, but the actual surface curvature is changing 
as the valley angle changes along a curved seam. While 
this geometric change to the surface construction 
provides further added structural integrity beyond a 
straight fold, it adds a level of complexity that previ-
ously could only be anticipated with trial-and-error 
model based processes. The designer now has the abil-
ity to work from a desired volume backward toward a 
flat	pattern,	or	vice	versa	using	the	software.	This	ability	
to	work	with	surface	curvature	requires	the	designer	to	
have a better understanding of developable geometry 
of cones, cylinders, and tangent surfaces, and also 
promotes the examination of the formal kinship with 
many natural and recurring elements within nature 
and culture. 

DUCK BRICK FOR A DUCK BLIND
Why can’t the brick alone be complicit in the project of 
the scenographic? One might argue that brick construc-
tion has already been treated as a one-sided icon for the 
past 200 years, wherein the brick alone does not enclose 
and structure a wall but is at the very least one of two 
vertical wythes of masonry units. More often than not, it 
is used for its external value as a “sticker brick,” hanging 
on	a	floor-to-floor	sub-structural	system	of	metal	stud	
or	masonry,	while	the	interior	is	fitted	out	with	plaster	or	
another material more “suitable” for interior construc-
tion. The common brick is further complicated by the 
cultural memory of associations: In other terms, the 
brick is confounded by the cultural story we tell our-
selves about it and what it means socially, politically, 
and economically (not dissimilar from the Kunst-form 
of the Doric column). When we see the common brick, 
we don’t see the stack-based construction Kahn and 

Jones	are	describing;	rather,	we	project	onto	it	ideas	of	
“traditional, establishment and stability.” If we accept 
this about the brick as well as its neo nature of dou-
ble-sided construction reality, why can’t we project other 
things	onto	this	unit	by	changing	its	figural	identity?	In	
other words, the brick itself could become the symbol 
of	other	ideas	by	altering	its	figure	much	like	the	Long	
Island Duckling does for the building’s totality, creating 
a “duck-brick.”

The advent and recent proliferation of these ideas 
and tools have allowed a current generation of archi-
tects to examine the sub-divisionary nature of surface 
construction,	permitting	instantiation	of	unique	panels,	
and components to meet the geometric demands of 
the overall form. Initially, the metric of form in this new 
paradigm became the exhibition of a lineament system 
of 3-dimensional drawing, the existence of an underly-
ing parametric rulebook that could codify the outwardly 
differentiated	form.	Now,	as	these	versioned	construc-
tion capabilities have become a decade old, designers 
are beginning to examine automated scripted software 
more	critically	to	differentiate	toward	communicative	
outcomes. For example, an existing grid pattern can be 
manipulated	toward	a	given	figural	and	communicatory	
output, providing an expressive Kunst-form within the 
rigor of the tessellated Kern-form. A twentieth century 
analog that serves as an example would be M.C. Escher’s 
animal tessellations, wherein the underlying lineaments 
would be a triangular grid while the design that we see 
would be that of birds interconnecting in a black and 
white	pattern	(fig.	4).
In	the	selection	of	a	construction	technique	for	the	

construction of a pavilion for a nature preserve built 
over	a	capped	landfill	site,	our	practice	was	interested	

Figure 5: Duck Blind / 
In plain site – The Duck 
Blind was designed 
and built by Jonathan 
A. Scelsa and Jennifer 
Birkeland of op.AL 
with John Paul Rysavy 
as a winning entry of 
the Field Constructs 
Design Competition, 
founded and coordi-
nated by Igor Siddiqui, 
Rachel Adams, and 
Catherine Elizabeth 
Gavin in Austin, Texas. 
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in a double-sided wall construction that could construct 
an interior-exterior dialectic in a similar fashion to the 
site	condition.	As	it	was	in	Texas,	it	was	only	fitting	to	
create a structure as a commentary on hunting culture 
(fig.	5).	Duck Blind / In plain site assumed the formal 
geometry of the egg, ambiguously resonating as a gar-
den topiary within the controlled landscape preserve on 
the outside, and the high chromatic patterned interior 
of	a	Fabergé	egg	(fig.	6).

The egg’s geometry is structured utilizing the pro-
cess of traditional corbeled brick construction. In lieu 
of	the	rectilinear	modular	brick,	a	figural	brick	is	sub-
stituted, tessellated within a geodesic grid to serve the 
purpose of a highly decorative pattern on the inside 
while	isomorphically	serving	the	leaf-like	camouflage	
on	the	exterior.	The	figural	tessellation	is	based	on	a	
geodesic	grid	to	reap	the	benefits	of	a	structural	inter-
locking	and	the	planar	triangulated	Kern-form	(fig.	7).	
Each of the duck-bricks is double sided, mediating 
between the object’s internal and external identity 

crisis,	outwardly	camouflaged	with	a	raffia	weave,	and	
inwardly,	adorned	with	the	neon	camouflage	material	
(fig.	8).	In	this	way,	the	figural	choice	of	the	duck	is	able	
to	constructively	connect	into	a	specific	figural	system	
of geodesic construction while simultaneously speak-
ing toward a larger cultural and scenographic commen-
tary on hunting culture. 

The Duck Blind's architectural form, born out of a 
desire for multiplicity of double-readings, "doubly func-
tions" to exist in commentary with the landscape via its 
camouflage	and	program	as	a	hunting	blind,	as	well	as	
in the context of architectural theory by use of the duck 
and brick as conversation with Venturi and Kahn.

CONCLUSION
At its heart, this discussion is about architectural form 
as a medium for communication of thoughts and ideas, 
and the discrepancy between the earlier camps boils 
down to whether architecture should be creating signs 
and shapes that communicate cultural contingencies 

Figure 6: Faberge 
Camouflage – The 
Duck Blind creates  
a series of tectonic- 
object components 
which allow for a  
double-sided sceno- 
graphic: an internal, 
high-graphic world 
and an external 
camouflage.

Figure 7: A Plump of 
Ducks – Each duck 
brick was a modified 
triangular panel which 
could be prefabri-
cated as a “plump of 
ducks,” or a cluster of 
triangles. The duck 
brick was built out of 
folded polyethylene 
with an inserted face 
plate that supported 
woven raffia.

and exigencies, or architecture’s conversation is best left 
to matters of building. Our argument is that by utilizing 
component	construction	in	a	figural	way,	architecture	
has the potential to do both in simultaneity. The duck 
brick has the potential to exhibit the decoration of earlier 
movements, but in a fashion that displays the ontological 
nature of the construction while simultaneously engaging 
in cultural conversation inside and outside of the building. 
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