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Prologue. Surface Matters

Giuliana Bruno

What is the place of materiality in our contemporary cultural atmosphere? To engage materiality, I suggest that we think about surfaces rather than images, and that we explore the fabrics of the visual, the surface tension of media and the changing atmospheres of projection. In order to pursue this new materialism, I propose performing critical acts of investigation on the surface, focusing especially on the translucency of screen surface, and mobilizing the wide potential of material expression across ‘screens’ of various media.1 I have long argued for a shift in our focus away from the optic and towards the haptic, in order to understand the tangible spatiality of the visual arts, their moving, habitable sites, and the intimate experience they offer us as we walk through their public spaces (see Bruno 2002). The haptic, a relational mode derived from the sense of touch, is what makes us ‘able to come into contact with’ things. This reciprocal contact between us and objects or environments occurs on the surface. It is by way of such tangible, ‘superficial’ contact that we apprehend the art object and the space of art, turning contact into the communicative interface of a public intimacy.

This is why I prefer to speak of surfaces rather than images: to experience how the visual manifests itself materially on the surface of things, where time becomes material space. Digging into layers of imaging and threading through their surfaces, my theoretical interweaving emphasizes the material fabrics of the visual: the surface condition, the textural manifestation, and the support of a work as well as the way in which it is sited in space, whether on the canvas, the wall or the screen. I am particularly interested in what we may call the phenomenon of the ‘becoming screen’, that is, in the play of materiality that is brought together in light on different, intersecting screens, and in offering a theorization of the actual fabric of the screen of projection as a material surface-space. And finally, I am interested in the migratory patterns of such visual fabrications, and in tracing their material history as well as their shifting geographies. In this way, I want to rethink materiality and to show how surface matters as a place of intermediation and the transformation across mediums.
Surface matters in visual fabrics

In this age of virtuality, with its rapidly changing materials and media, what role can materiality have? How is it fashioned in the arts or manifested in technology? Could it be refashioned? I argue that materiality is not a question of materials but rather concerns the substance of material relations. Hence, in order to open a theoretical space for a reinvention of materiality, I want first to consider how the surface mediates material relations.

Surfaces are our skins. They are the epidermis of our bodies, the coat of paint on our walls, the façade of a building, the fabric of a painting’s canvas, the plane for the projection of images. Surfaces, that is, are not superficial. They envelop us at all times in our lives. In this sense, surface is something temporal. Any surface is constantly exposed to the effects of time, the ambiance it lives within, and the environment that surrounds it. Surface also can be dressed, and even dressed up. This is an envelope that is sported and worn. But in wearing, a surface wears out. These surfaces that we call skin, fabric, canvas, wall and screen are all membranes that are positively ‘consumed’. In the course of being worn they wear off. In other words, surface really wears. It is weathered.

This is because a surface is porous. It is a canvas that absorbs all that comes into contact with it. It takes in everything, all that it touches or that it is touched by, starting with the weather. Building façades are exposed to the elements, to meteorological conditions, and are changed by this contact over time. And this is also the case for our bodies. Our skin, our face, like the façade of a building, or the canvas of a painting, responds to atmospheric agents. It is changed by the surroundings. It is affected by rain, air, wind and sunshine. It responds to light and to changes of luminosity. In this way, surface is not only altered in time but shows the very course of time, even its memory. And so it wrinkles, warps and bends. It folds and furrows, crinkles and creases. It rumples and crumples.

I propose that we pay close attention to this haptic, ambient play of surface. In engaging the pleats and folds that constitute the fabric of the visual – its wear and weathering – I wish in this regard to expand on what Gilles Deleuze calls a ‘texturology’: a philosophical and aesthetic conception of art in which its ‘matter is clothed, with “clothed” signifying … the very fabric or clothing, the texture enveloping’ (Deleuze 1993: 115). To highlight this textural shift involves tracing what we might call the enveloping ‘fashioning’ of the surface, and weaving this across different media.

This requires first of all thinking of images materially, for it means viewing them as textures, traces and even stains. The visual text is fundamentally textural, and in many different ways. Its form has real substance. It is made out of layers and tissues. It contains strata, sediments and deposits. It is constituted as an imprint, which always leaves behind a trace. A visual text is also textural for the ways in which it can show the patterns of history, in the form of a coating, a ‘film’, or a stain. One can say that a visual text can really wear its own history, inscribed as an imprint onto its textural surface. It can also show affects in this way. After all, the motion of an emotion can itself be drafted onto the surface, in the shape of a line or a figure, and in the haptic thickness of pigment, and this atmosphere can be tracked down with tracking shots. An affect is actually ‘worn’ on the surface as it is threaded through time in the form of the residual stains, traces and textures that are felt in the air. In other words, surfaces not only bear the trace of time passing but show the mark of their own temporality in space. This is precisely the remnant, ambient quality of surfaces, the kind of wear that is weathered. Because surfaces create atmosphere, in all senses of the word, they affect us. In visual culture surface matters, and it has depth.

To understand materiality, we thus need to expose the work of the surface and show how textural matters manifest themselves in time and space. As we plumb the depth of surfaces that surround visual culture and see how they envelop us, we can observe how this porous material not only makes but also changes an atmosphere, carrying on the vestiges of time and communicating its residues in future reinvention. In other words, we can observe forms of transformation. Skimming the surface, we can not only weave together the filaments of visual existence, exposing their traces in layers of experience, but also trace patterns of transmutation. Surface especially matters as a site in which different forms of mediation, transfer and transformation can take place.

The surface tension of media: screen, canvas, wall

If we focus on surface as such a tensile, permeable, connective element, prone to respond to and also communicate atmosphere, we can see it actually acting as an agent of transformation. An important material transformation occurs as images travel across the surface of different media. Many changes affected by the migration of images happen on the surface and manifest themselves texturally in the form of a kind of surface tension, which affects the very ‘skin’ of images and the space of their circulation. In this sense, I claim that aesthetic encounters are actually ‘mediated’ on the surface and that such mediated encounters engage forms of projection, transmission and transmutation.

This surface tension has resurfaced today as an important manifestation of the culture of our times. It has emerged as a central condition of contemporary visual art and architecture, and driven an exchange of forms. To explore how art, architecture, fashion, design, film and the body all share deep engagement with superficial matters, in fact, means to show that surfaces act as connective threads between art forms as they structure our communicative existence. In ‘superficial’ forms of transit between media, we can see processes of contamination and hybridity taking place.

In many contemporary practices, this superficial awareness is not an incidental part of a work but is rather pushed to the limit of its potential to become the actual core and structure of the piece. I am particularly interested in this structural engagement with surface when it signals a refashioning of elemental agency and atmospheric materiality on our cultural screens. Sometimes, in fact, the matter of surface is exposed as a form of connection with the surface of the earth or becomes a way to enhance the skin of things, the depth of atmospheric sensations or the variety of meteorological layers. This aesthetic process that makes ornament into structure forces us to engage deeply with surface materiality, and to see how it operates across different media in ambient terms.

I will offer some examples to make this aspect of a surface tension more concrete in relation to the question of atmospherics that I am raising. In contemporary architecture, as the work of Herzog & de Meuron exemplifies, the façades of buildings are engaged as surfaces of ambient transformation. Lighter and more tensile, these surfaces may be energized by luminous play, texturally decorated as if they were canvas, stretched as membranes and treated increasingly as envelopes. Surface is here a responsive material that shows its own wear, exhibiting an organic process of meteorological ruination and connecting to other vital materials that wear out (see, among others, Leatherbarrow and Mostafavi 2002; Ursprung 2002). In contemporary art as well, such surface tension has emerged as a textural form of refashioning visual space across different mediums and, as a concept, is driving an aesthetic development that emphasizes an atmospheric redressing of space, attentive to the transformation of mediatic atmospheres (see, for example, Joselit 2006; Iles 2007; Coblentz 2003). Such ambient wearing of surface is an important phenomenon that art and architecture also share with cinema.

Think of the moody cinema of Wong Kar-wai, in which atmospheric forms of imaging are stitched together on
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