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Rip Curl Camon was mean! to be a v ime meanl a virtual playground 

Landscape in the Digital Field 
Rip c.nrl Canyon 
Rice Gallery 

Reviewed by Andrew Vrana 

The emergence of landscape as a theme 
ul discussion and production in art and 
design last tall in Houston was a local 
iiianitestation of a recent global interest in 
the subject. Landscape as either metaphor 
nr artifice has become a means to model 
or realize various aesthetic visions and 
systemic organizations, from the painter's 
canvas to large urban conglomerations. 

The Rice Design Alliance's 
Resurfacing the City lecture series fea-
tured an array ot designers who operate 
between the disciplines of shaping land-
scape and planning infrastructure. In the 
recent past, the role ot each design field 
was isolated by a separatum between an 
urban and pastoral dichotomy. Landscape 
designers groomed nature into pictur-

esque idealizations, and planners plowed 
through everything without concern for 
aesthetics. The new complex of multi-
disciplinary practice realizes that at 
some point everything became essentially 
urbanized, and that one has tn absorb an 
Understanding of ecology and materiality 
in order to organize complex systems of 
the landscape and urban fields. With this, 
a new vitality between the city and nature 
becomes possible. 

Parallel to this discussion. Rice 
Gallery last fall curated a site-specific 
installation tilled Rip Curt Canyon by Los 
Angeles' Ball-Nogues Studio. Benjamin 
Ball and Gaston Nogues, along with 
a team ot students and laculiv from 
the University of I louston t ollege ol 
Architecture and the Rice Universit] 
School ot Architecture, inhabited the gab 
lery for several daw in order to build an 
artificial landscape, one conceived in a 
virtual space far from the physical reality 

ot 1 touston. Tins simultaneous separation 
from and connection to place, on view 
last September 11 to October 19, was 
an important theme that conrextualized 
the work. 

Ball and Nogues are part of a trend 
in which young designers use the llex-
ible span' ol the gallery or the temporal) 
installation to experiment with architec-
tural constructions that incorporate digital 
tools, material innovation, and non-stan-
dard modularity. Former collaborators 
with l-'rank Gehry's office who trained at 
SGl-Arc, Ball and Nogues are fostering 
a new instrumentality between a loose 
programmatic condition and a formal and 
material response. 

Hip Curl Canyon was the temporary 
manifestation of a virtual landscape. The 
designers used a constellation of digital 
media to create a topography that was not 
modeled on an actual place, but which 
evoked a natural geological formation. 
Using the non-standard, curvilinear geom-
etry that .IP software makes possible, hall 
and Nogues produced a surface that took 
on the freedom to cascade and fold like 
an indoor ski-slope, or a surfer's "kil ler 
wave" frozen for posterity. The Gchry 
aesthetic was most apparent in the use ot 

vertically oriented cardboard sections that 
formed a surface through repetition and 
displacement. Nogues worked in Gehry's 
model studio, and was instrumental in 
the development of some of his cardboard 
furniture. In that furniture, a standard 
series ol profiles are adhered together to 
form the shape of a chair. With Rip < url 
Canyon, this technique was applied on a 
massive scale. 

One stroke of clever ingenuity was the 
creation of a differentiated surface with 
a series ol standard profiles repeated and 
supported by a shitting substrate made 
out ot a reticulated plywood frame. This 
was an economical response to how the 
sections of cardboard were cut by a stan-
dard die at a box company in Dallas. To 
change the shape of the die would have 
been cost prohibitive, and also unneces-
sary, il ball and Nogues could constrain 
the shape ot a section w lule pushing the 
formal moves of the overall surface. This 
was achieved with parametric software 
that allows for the control of finite com-
ponents of an assembly while the overall 
sWcm ul pieces changes shape 

Designers ot |cts, cell phones, and 
shoes have already used these tools, and 
now digitally plugged-in architects are 
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The plywood substrate that supported Rip Curl Canyon was a compelling sight on its own. 

incorpora t ing their po ten t ia l . The ply-
wood substrate was a compe l l i ng con-
st ruct ion on its o w n . It was produced by 
Brochstein's, a local m i l l w o r k fabrication 
company, using C o m p u t e r Numer i ca l l y 
Cont ro l led ( C N C ) rou t i ng equipment 
M I i n specific d imensions der ived f rom 
the d ig i ta l mode l . The substrate arr ived 
as a series ot pieces that went together 
w i t h m i n i m a l site w o r k and w i t h i n 
exacting tolerances. 

M a x i m i l i a n ' s Schell, an earlier 
insta l la t ion by Bal l -Nogues Studio at 
I .us Angeles' Mater ia ls tk App l ica t ions 
da l le ry , was an elegant exper iment in 
mater ia l l ightness and m in ima l surface 
composed of a series ot C N C cut pieces 
arranged in a sp i ra l ing vor tex array. Using 
translucent , go ld - t in ted My la r , the con -
st ruct ion was instal led in an ou tdoo r gal-
lery space thai a l lowed it to play o i l na tu -
ral l ight as the day progressed, creat ing a 
shi f t ing m i r r o r image that projected o n t o 
the g r ound and passing vis i tors. Th is ele-
ment of play was carr ied f o r w a r d in Rifi 
Curl Canyon's undu la t ing surface, w h i c h 
was designed to be c l imbed and navigated 
by the younger visi tors to the gallery. 

I In use nt .in an galler) to 1 lunch 
.in arch i tectura l project is no th ing new. 

Though meant lo be experienced up close, Irom a distance Rip Curl Canyon looked less like landscape and more like sculpture. 

A number o f designers w h o were once 
considered purely exper imenta l , but 
w h o are n o w get t ing large commiss ions. 
started their careers in the cont ro l led 
em i ro i imen l of the gallery. The recent 
retrospective ot Zaha I ladid's w o r k at 
New York's ( .uggenheim M u s e u m traced 
th is t ra jectory f r om her early paint ings to 
her current u rban and bui l t w o r k . Others 
have watched this trend and are real iz ing 
the power o f w o r k i n g outside the typical 
understanding ot pract ice whi le produc-
ing projects that exper iment w i t h ideas ot 
mater ia l p roduc t i on and space m a k i n g — 
al l w i t h o u t hav ing to keep the ram ou t . 

One project th it preceded Ri/> Curl 
(\inynn w i t h regard to this t rend , as 
we l l as in theme, was I996 's Skin of the 
I .irih by Kaou l Buusehotci i . Bunschoten 
ran a s tud io uni t at the Arch i tec tu ra l 
Associat ion in L o n d o n that used the gal -
lery as the site ut exper imenta t ion for 
par t ia l architectures. Skin <>/ the Earth 
consisted o f a series o f lead plates that 
were ind iv idua l ly fo lded and col lect ively 
sutured together to create supple, pre-
d ig i ta l undu la t ing surfaces that were a 
metaphor for the tectonic plates and met-
ropo l i tan layers that f o rm the epidermal 
surface ot the g lobal landsL.ipe. 1 ment ion 

these references to con tex tua l i /e the gal-
lery based archi tectura l project as being 
in i t ia ted by designers such as Bunschoten 
and I i ad i d , and to show how such work 
has evolved, 

The Rice Gal lery shou ld be 
app lauded for open ing their cura tor ia l 
agenda to inc lude this k i nd o f specula-
tive archi tectura l project . A l o n g w i t h 
the Blatter Gal lery , w h i c h a short wh i le 
back hosted the w o r k o f the An t Farm 
(. o l lect ive, it is foster ing a dia logue 
between art and arch i tectura l cu l tu re in 
I lous ton that is raising awareness on local 
and na t iona l scales. • 


