


which kept structures compar-
atively few and simple. Con-
crete—easy to make and easy
to work—allowed Rome to
build everything that had come
before with a fraction of the
time and effort. Arches were
now poured rather than laid,
ornate facades molded rather
than carved, and vaulted ceil-
ings cast instead of nailed to-
gether from wood.

It was not enough just to militar-
ily conquer the western world.
Roman imagery spread far and
fast, transmitted through the
ether of concrete. Distant peo-
ple and cultures were homog-
enized under the auspices of
the Roman aesthetic embed-
ded in the concrete aqueducts
that fed their baths and temples.
The functional backgrounds
of the marks in these architec-
tures were quickly lost to time
as wood gave way to stone,
which gave way to concrete,
which further displaced these
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hollow marks across countries
and seas into new peoples and
cities.

Aswe are slowly removed from

an understanding of materials

and the historical necessity that

gave rise to the marks surround-
ing us in buildings and objects,
those marks become alien, fan-
ciful, and even stylish. Con-
crete enabled reproduction and

displacement of such marks at

a pace that obscured their gen-
esis and meaning, transforming

them into caricatures of them-
selves. Functional form is fos-
silized into style. Archaeolo-
gy has come to identify such

marks which shift from utili-
ty into decoration as “Skeuo-
morphs,” which means “vessel

form.” Even in this term is the

suggestion: these bodies are

empty, waiting to be filled and

refilled with meaning.

o
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Room 3
The Myth of Purple

Today the color known as Tyri-
an purple can be found in a com-
puter’s RGB color space with
the hex designation #66023.
For most of history, however,
Tyrian purple was hardly seen
beyond the Phoenician coasts
where it was extracted from the
rare sea snail, Murex. While ar-
chaeologists have evidence of
the dye’s first use around 1400
B.C., legend says Hercules
discovered it when his dog’s
mouth turned purple from eat-
ing snails. As the story goes, it
was only by coloring a robe in
those rich purple shades that
Hercules would win the love
of the nymph Tyrus.

For the early Mediterranean
world, before trade was regu-
lar and ships could cross the
sea with ease, Tyrian purple
only lived in the imaginations
of most people. Its story only
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spread slowly in oral myth.
Passing travelers and mer-
chants might have recount-
ed the story of Hercules and
the purple robe, though their
wild gesturing would have
only highlighted the limits of
daisy-chained retellings and
made the distance of the Tyr-
ian dyes seem all the great-
er. But what lacked in tangi-
bility was made up for in the
desire to make myth a reali-
ty. Faster ships were built and
roads soon cut across moun-
tains and deserts to connect
us with distant lands and un-
known pleasures. It would turn
out that myth, and the desire to
bridge the gap between reality
and imagination, was the real
mother of invention.

As trade networks expanded
and spread the dye through the
western world, sumptuary laws
ensured that only royalty and
the priestly classes could pos-
sess the color, though common
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people might have caught a
glimpse of it in a passing roy-
al procession or in trade cit-
ies like Colophone, where the
dye fetched hundred of times
its weight in silver. The accel-
eration of trade sped the dis-
persion of not only physical
goods like the dye itself, but
also to a greater extent of sto-
ries that fed our desire for them.
Virality unfolded much like it
does today, and Tyrian purple
came to be known throughout
the world as a mark of exuber-
ance and divinity with con-
notations of sexuality and ex-
clusivity. An industry rose up
around the dye, and Phoeni-
cia, whose name translates
to ‘land of purple’, became a
wealthy trade city. That region
saw major advances in technol-
ogies like paper-making, ship-
building, and navigational in-
struments. In short, some of the
first technologies of exchange
came about for the purpose of
serving a luxury good.
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Trailing the success of Roman
concrete by about a thousand
years, photography and the
printing press emerged as two
of the most influential com-
munication technologies yet.
They transmitted stories of
distant lands, unimpeded by
the weight and friction of mat-
ter. The hyperbolic legends of
Tyrian purple once merely en-
riched the physical commodity
of the dye, whereas the printing
press and photography soon
privileged the story as the com-
modity. The average person no
longer needed to scramble to
catch a glimpse of the queen’s
storied purple, but instead, for
the price of a book, one could
luxuriate in the magnificence
of a perfumed royal court in the
comfort of their own boudoir.

The same advances in chem-
istry that brought about pho-
tography also ushered in a
new science of artificial dyes.
By the 1850’s, William Henry
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Perkins, an eighteen-year-old
British chemistry student, ser-
endipitously discovered a syn-
thetic Tyrian purple he called
Mauveine. Then, when Queen
Victoria, the first queen to no-
tably collect and sanction royal
photographic portraits, wore a
silk gown dyed with Mauveine
to the Royal Exhibition of 1862,
news and images of her bril-
liant gown spread far and wide.
Perkins quickly took advantage
of the craze. He developed an
industrial process, built a fac-
tory, and produced the dye by
the ton, making a piece of the
queen’s storied purple accessi-
ble to just about anyone. The
brilliantly purple Mauveine
could now be cheaply synthe-
sized by the ton, and the pro-
cess of pulverizing tens of thou-
sands of snail shells to dye a
section of robe became far too
physically involved and costly.
The seductive myths and con-
notations of purple persisted
in the economized forms of
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stories, photographs, and inex-
pensive synthesized colorants
while the demanding physical
particulars of producing Tyrian
purple were lost to time.

Generally, improvements in
mass production and commu-
nication favor a very literal
dematerialization of commod-
ities, distilling and emphasiz-
ing their immaterial aspects
like story and surface appear-
ance; a lighter yet seeming-
ly identical cargo is always
more profitable. Moreover,
these technologies tend to be-
come cheaper and more wide-
ly accessible with time, as was
the case with photography, the
press, and chemical synthesis.
In turn, the ability to take part
in, shape, and move cultural
myths is democratized, and so
too is the power that comes in
leveraging those myths.
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Room 4
Plastic

Taking the names of Greek
shepherds, Polystyrene, Poly-
vinyl, and Polyethylene were
among the first scientific de-
velopments in what might ap-
pear to some as transmutation-
al magic but is known to others
as the plastics industry. What
begins as crude oil is refined
into a material of infinite po-
tential forms: toothbrushes,
gemstones, goblets, silk, bones,
dog toys, aortas, wood siding,
abstract art, and beyond what
came in the past, untold forms
we can’t yet envision.

First produced in the 19th cen-
tury as a replacement for rar-
er substances like ivory, rubber,
and shellac (harvested from
invertebrate secretions), plas-
tic was conceived so as to cut
manufacturers free from one of
the greatest obstacles in indus-
trial production: the expense
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of harvesting and transform-
ing natural materials. But it
wasn’t until the Second World
War, when there was grow-
ing need to preserve scarce re-
sources, that plastic came into
widespread development. The
US government heavily fund-
ed and required cooperation
among major corporations like
Dupont, Dow, and Monsanto.
Nylon found military applica-
tions in parachutes, rope, and
body armor, while Plexiglass
replaced glass in aircrafts and
submarine periscopes.

Hoping to keep up momen-
tum after the war, petrochemi-
cal companies saw potential in
newfound American spending
power and a booming consum-
er economy, but the fact that
plastic as a material had no his-
tory or innate value posed a ma-
jor hurdle. There were no tales
of a princess in her parlor of
polyethylene or of great mon-
uments sided with high density
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vinyl. The stuff of myth that en-
chants any desirable good was
missing. Plastic had only utili-
ty, which alone had never been
enough to move consumers. In
order to sell these nondescript,
primordial distillates that could
only be molded or shaped, de-
signers had plastic do what it
does best: represent things oth-
er than itself. From its begin-
ning, plastic was a material
that would retrospectively in-
habit history, resolved only to
emulate what had come before.

Plastic found a natural home
in American modernist design
during the early 20th century,
whose distinctive spirit of pro-
gress saw trains and toasters
alike embellished with speed
stripes and streamlined pen-
cil sharpeners that seemed to
race toward a bright and boun-
tiful future. Opposed to a sense
of progress heralded by prag-
matic minimalism, as champi-
oned by European designers,
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American design suggested fu-
turity through ornament and ab-
stract forms that riffed on histor-
ical and sometimes anatomical
vocabularies, merely evoking
senses of progress and move-
ment. This was well-served by
plastic, a willing receptacle for
these expressive, kinetic, and
appropriately bodily forms.

Further inland from that Ameri-
can brand of avant-garde, an as-
pirational middle class turned
to plastic to mimic gemstones,
jewelry, furs, and precious met-
als as plastic found widespread
use. With the aid of a new and
booming PR industry, Dupont
funded a campaign known as
“Nylon Mania” to market the
plastic they hoped would re-
place silk. Soon, a second skin
spun entirely from petrochemi-
cals caressed the inner thighs of
millions of American woman.

Petrochemical plastics changed
the face of industry, consumer
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culture, and the surface of our
planet and bodies. But what
once represented infinite poten-
tial for new and undiscovered
forms seems stubbornly tied
to shapes and tastes of the past
as plastic sought validation. It
took a consumer culture that
hailed surface image supreme
to accept a material like plastic
that had no history of use; a ma-
terial that was, ultimately, only
significant in its capable but su-
perficial approximation of oth-
er things. For every attempt to
challenge plastic for its cheap-
ness or inauthenticity, there was
twice the willingness by others
to abandon the dogmas that em-
phasized substance and notions
of value rooted in authenticity,
a repudiation of tradition that
opened up lifestyles once pos-
sible only for those with great-
er material resources.

Where once a magnificent sto-
ry and rarity had turned the
engine of industry behind silk
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and rare stones, the alchemi-
cal transformations of plastic
delivered their likenesses at a
fraction of the cost, all amid
simulated pageantry meant to
complete the illusion. We col-
lectively somehow ache still
for these simulacra, in which
our cultural memory can still
hear the echoes of their orig-
inal stories but which we can-
not make out clearly anymore.
As Roland Barthes notes, “the
hierarchy of substances had
been abolished: a single one
replaced them all: The world
can be plasticized.”
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Room 5
The Unburdened Image

The technology of Plastics,
from its origins as sedimentary
clays to the mass-produced re-
fined petrochemicals we know
today, is more infrastructural
than material. It is a medium
through which ritual, history
and expressions move forward
through time as we continually
recast their undying forms in-
to new bodies of clay, cement,
and polyacrylate. In its retell-
ing of a story, an effective plas-
tic material spans huge distanc-
es of space to connect us with
tales of faraway places, both re-
al and hyperbolized. By econ-
omizing the reproduction of
myths, stories, and the imagery
in which they congeal, a plas-
tic eases their dispersion across
the world and satisfy our desire
for newness, progress, and oth-
erness. On one hand it connects
us with comforting shapes that
speak to our origins, while on
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the other delivering promis-
es of betterness and differ-
ence, tracing a circuitous path
from the past to the present and
somewhere onward, elsewhere.

Plastic materials speak a truth
that the bones of what makes
up our material world are
meaningless, even unneces-
sary, as long as semblance is
faithfully carried from one
place or time to the next. But
this transplantation of appear-
ance is far from a perfect retell-
ing of a story, and threatens us
with a superficial relationship
to our world where we are ripe
for manipulation and abuse. In
context, ornament, myth, and
skeuomorph originate from
histories and traditions that in
turn arise from necessity, util-
ity, and ultimately one’s sur-
vival. As these forms are trans-
mitted ever faster, catapulted
by technologies of reproduc-
tion—plastics notable among
them, but also loom weaving,
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the printing press, television,
and now the internet—they are

stripped of matter, dimension,
and context, rendering them lit-
tle more than abstract stylistic

gestures devoid of their origi-
nal meaning. This demateriali-
zation is as much a natural con-
sequence of these tools asitis a
convenient feature of the arith-
metic of capitalist production.

In this lineage of increasingly
plastic media, the 3D rendered
image is the logical conclusion.
It is a medium for creation and
reproduction that has finally
cast off material constraints
entirely, existing purely as life-
like image. Paired with the in-
ternet, it transports raw mate-
rial from all around the world
compressed into the weightless
cargo of binary code and coor-
dinates it into the pale imita-
tion of matter, person, or place.
So it goes—the world becomes
more speculative and quick-
paced, hesitant to mobilize
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bulky physical resources and
manpower, trying to stay ag-
ile and adaptable. Little or no
physical matter moves or is cre-
ated in 3D rendering; only im-
age. As all life is increasingly
mediated by pure image, orig-
inal context disappears along
with materiality, and we tran-
sition from an existence char-
acterized by being into one of
possessing, ultimately into one
of appearing. In such a world,
ourselves and all that we en-
counter become hopelessly dis-
placed, disoriented, and alien-
ated from physical origins and
richness of understanding.

At worst, we live in total spec-
tacle. Reference to origin be-
comes increasingly myopic
and eventually nonexistent as
we become amnesiacs who can
only live in a fleeting present.
Any search for essence, sub-
stance, and being becomes fu-
tile, as we are confronted by the
absence of those things from
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ourselves and the objects that
fill our world. We come to un-
derstand that there is only sur-
face image, social construct,
and appearance that creates
meaning, subject to continual
turnover and refreshing. Our
lives become itinerant amid
these ever-shifting constella-
tions by which we locate our-
selves, and we must accept that
the only truth is in these tempo-
rary and superficial posturings.
We would live in homes with
hollow, cardboard ikea furni-
ture, the husks of dreams that
echo dreams.

In this scenario, the funda-
mental emptiness of mean-
ing in ourselves and the world
is far from the worst danger.
We would be threatened more
those who control the tech-
nologies and infrastructures
that provide us with renewed
meaning time and time again,
whose motives may be more
for personal gain and control
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of others. In a world of emp-
ty bodies waiting to be filled
and refilled with meaning, our
senses of such meaning and of
value or identity are more vul-
nerable than ever to the sug-
gestions of people with con-
trol over the movement and
dissemination of the images
that calibrate these senses.

But this is a vision of the worst.
At best, our acceptance of emp-
tiness and the totality of im-
age represents a coming of age
where we have begun to un-
derstand our transformative
potential as humans—that
technologies and materials of
reproduction have become ex-
tensions of our linguistic slip-
page, ungluing culture from
nature and desire from neces-
sity. What appears as existen-
tial uncertainty is actually the
beginnings of reimagination
of the world to accommodate
the desires of any and all. Of
course this is threatening to
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those who rely on past hegem-
onies of meaning, for reasons
of stability, comfort, or advan-
tage. To such people, temple
skueomorphs and the stylistic
deviations of Hip Hop slang
alike enact lies, betraying the
supposed essence of an origi-
nal and obscuring some truth
of a thing. But these devel-
opments and technologies do
not hide a truth, they mere-
ly tell a different one: mean-
ing and essence have always
been a flexible creation of peo-
ple, which our historical use of
plastic materials and technolo-
gy has helped us recognize, ex-
plore, and democratize. Those
materials, more than how they
reveal the divorce between
meaning and matter, are also
emblematic of what technol-
ogy promises us: the ability
to directly alter the world and
ourselves in literally any way—
to create an infinite reality.



