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THE PLIABLE PLANE; TEXTILES IN ARCHITECTURE

Mrs, Anni Albers is known for her work in

the field of textiles as an artist, a designer for
industrial production, a lecturer and teacher.
Born in Berlin, Germany, she started her art
training in Berlin and Hamburg and later became
a student ar the Bauhaus in Weimar and Dessau
where she met her husband Josef Albers. From
1933-49 she was assistant professor of art at
Black Mountain College and since then has been
doing freclanze work as well as lecturing at
museums and universities. Her work has been
shown and collected by leading musenums, among
them the Museum of Modern Art in New York.

If the nature of architecture is the grounded, the
fixed, the permancnt, then textiles are its very
antithesis. If, however, we think of the process of
building and the process of weaving and compare
the work involved, we will find similarities despite
the vast difference in scale, Both construct a whole
from separate parts that retain their identity, a
manner of proceeding, fundamentally different
from that of working metal, for instance, or clay,
where parts are absorbed into an entity. This basic
difference, however, has grown less clearly defined
as new methods, affecting both building and weav-
ing, are developing and are adding increasingly to
fusion as opposed to linkage.

Both are ancient crafts, older even than pottery or
metal work. In carly stages they had in common
the purpose of providing shelter, one for a settled
life, the other for a life of wandering, a nomadic
life. To this day they are characterized by the
traits that made them suited to these two different
tasks, obvious in the case of building. obscured,
more or less, in that of textiles. Since the obvious
hardly necds to be examined, let us turn to the less
cvident.

When we move about, we carry with us, above all
¢lse, the clothes we wear and these have always
been of material, textile in its nature, if not actual-
ly a textile. We can recognize in Jeaves and bark
and especially in hides and furs, prototypes of
fabric and it is their use as our secondary skin,
cither in their paleolithic or their transposed
form, that has made us independent of place, hour
and season, in the remote past as today.

In our carly history. such independence surely
brought on a further immediate need, that for a
transportable shelter. The same type of material
which proved so suited for clothing was also ap-
propriate here, a material that was pliable above
all other characteristics and therefore casily port-
able. Hides stretched over poles were an efficient
solution for this problem of shelter, for such a
material, when expanded, could shed water, hold
off the wind and give shade. In transit it could be
folded, that is reduced to a fraction of its extended

size: the minimum tent.

In a life of wandering, not only what is carried has
to be portable, but the means for carrying things
have to be found and developed. A string that
holds a bundle together, or a group of strings
forming a nct or bag are direct ancestors to our
air-luggage today. The textile material, pliable and
lightweight, is of utmost efficiency in transit. It is
interesting to observe that our carrying cases with
a need for decreasing weight in fast travel are be-
coming again more and more a mere bag of cloth.
But from a string or a connected group of strings
to a fabri¢, a long history cf inventions passed. In
distant history it may well have been the use of
hides that challenged the inventive minds to fabri-
cate a counterpart. Through thousands of years of
textile experimentation, however, nature's remark-
able model still stands unsurpassed in many of its
practical aspects. But in the course of develop-
ment the resulting “fabrics” have taken on char-
acteristics that belong to them alone and which,
in turn, perform in various ways better than the
original example supplied by nature,

Initial attempts must have been concerned main-
Iy with thread construction. In fact, excavations
in the last decade in northern Peru brought to light
innumerable small picces of cloth that scem uscless
in their limited size unless understood as structural
experiments. The carliest specimens show textile
techniques other than weaving, but gradually weav-
ing evolved and finally took over. It is interesting
in this connection to observe that in ancient myths
from many parts of the world it was a goddess, a
female deity, who brought the invention of weav-
ing to mankind. When we realize that weaving is
primarily a process of structural organization this
thought is startling, for today thinking in terms of
structure seems closer to the inclination of men
than women. A rcason may have been that men as
hunters supplied the skins of animals and that
women as gatherers had pass through their hands
along with berries and roots, textile raw material
in the form of reeds, vines and grasses. Later, with
weaving traditions established, embellishing as one
of the weaver's tasks moved to the foreground and
thus the feminine role in it has become natural in
our cyes. Regardless of speculation as to origin, we
Know that it has taken generation after generation
to perfect a method of interlacing threads that has
proved in the course of time so potent in possibili-
ties. What we should bear in mind here is the
specific quality of textiles in regard to flexibility,
pliability, and their high degree of performance
relative to their weight, before taking up the part
they play aesthetically,

From the first shelter of hides to the latest tent for
camping in peace as in war, the idea of a trans-
portable, and therefore lightweight house has
remained essentially the same, The walls are of
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the cold or heat. That we dress for acstheic rea-
sons among others, has been proved with the first
pretty figleaf. Perhaps we even can say that part of
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look at our bed with its sheets and blankets as
sort of clothing exteasion.

In general then, except for some of our clothes,
textiles have taken on an indoor existence. Their
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they are put on and taken off again; as

they are removed at night. They can be it
folded, carried, stored away and exchanged casily:
thus they bring a refreshing clement of change in-
10 the now immobile house. The very fact of mo-
bilty makes them the carrier of extra aesthetic
valucs. A red wall may become threatening in the
constancy of a high pitch, while red curtains of
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qual color intensity and able o cover an equal
area can be of great vitalty and yet ot over-
Powering because the red area can be varied by
drawing the curtain. The perishable nature of
fabrics, though in many respects a severe disad-
vantage, turns into an advantage when a red fabric
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from periods in architecture less effcient than ours
in providing controlled temperature.
Let us look closer. Let us assume someone is mov-
ing into quarters that today have those wires.
buttons, etc. that serve to light and heat, supply
with water or drain, cool and venilate a place. Let
s suppose that blinds at the windows regulate the
light by day and guard the privacy by night. In
short, let us visvalize it as ready to live in, once
beds, chairs and tables, essentials to our western
‘mind, have been moved in; a place that obviously

and parly perhaps is no more
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Itis not abundance or sparsity of fabrics though,
that may date our interiors. It is as much the way
our fabris are wsed. Today we have o time for
we hang our curtains from ceiling to floor
in straight folds. Instead of decorative additaments
they thus become an integral architectural elemeat,

rates texiles into an architectoral scheme, using
them as enormous flat wall-pancls, banners, that
carry color and form and serve perhaps alio as

nd-a fats. Above all they become
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Court of Justice at Chandigarh.

“This is not an altogether new use. Large tapestries

fickering of a fire, the play of water, flowers, all
serve as such a focal point. If man-made, it is only
art that is able to hold our interest any length of
time. There seems to be no real place for “almost
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and distract.
Texiles themselves have responded to a large
degree to ths keynote of calm by showing, instead
of mainly patterns, overal textural esigns and
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‘would look uncluttered, spacious and
‘would look animated by those quali
that we know so intimately from wearing them:
from their use next to. . And if we think of
clothing as a secondary skin we might enlarge on
this thought and realize that the enclosure of walls
in & way is a third covering, that our habitation s
another “habit”.
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(The Japance movic "Gate of HA"shows s0ch
use in carly times.)

‘The essentially structural principles that relate the
work of building and weaving could form the basis

‘planning might take place again as a contributing.
thought.
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