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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”


Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now





“Object Lessons describes themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though . . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune






“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all . . . Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books





“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star





“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters





“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman





“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic . . . These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer





“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste (more titles are listed as forthcoming) in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. As for Benjamin, so for the authors of the series, the object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books





“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things.”

Christine Ro, Book Riot





“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past





“My favourite series of short pop culture books”


Zoomer magazine




“Bloomsbury’s Object Lessons series never misses”


The Millions
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1   INTRODUCTION


Before starting university, I worked during the summer vacations for a large concrete contractor as a “slumpy.” The slumpy’s job was to follow a concrete mixer truck from the batching plant to wherever it dropped its load, and then collect a sample of the concrete being delivered. With this sample, I had to do two things: first, I had to make two small (10 cm) cubes to take back to the lab for curing and crushing to check their strength. Second, I had to do a “slump test” (hence the name “slumpy”), which involved filling a metal cone with the wet concrete sample, tamping it down with the end of a metal rod, before carefully sliding off the cone and placing it upside down next to the resulting pile of concrete to measure the distance that it slumped. The drier the mix, the truer to the cone shape the concrete would remain; a wet mix resulted in a glooped slop. Imagine making a sandcastle: the sand must be just wet enough to hold its shape, but not too wet. Builders on site like to work with wet concrete because it flows more easily but the more water there is in a mix, the weaker the resulting concrete is once it has set hard. There was an ideal target slump but whatever the result, I had to report it back to the lab. Most truck drivers were okay with slumpies, but some did not like me following them because they wanted to help their mates on site by making the concrete flow better, and they would try and lose me on the way so they could hose in extra water.

I followed dozens of mixing trucks around the north of England that sunny summer, making little cubes and taking them back to the lab at the batching plant in the quarry where they cured in temperature-controlled water tanks. The other half of my job was to crush these cured cubes after seven and twenty-eight days to record their compressive strength. I enjoyed the job: I experienced a range of building sites, I traveled around in a company-provided van with the windows down and the radio on, but said van did smell of cement and, at the end of the day, so did I. Wet concrete has a very specific smell, one that the architect Denys Lasdun found aphrodisiacal.1 I’m not sure my girlfriend agreed. I must admit that I only got the job because my dad employed me. He designed the concrete mixes—the relative quantity of cement, sand, aggregate, water, and any admixtures—and he dealt with the consequences of a poor batch. Making concrete is a precise chemical process with its constituent components defining its properties, but once it leaves the control of the lab, it remains a haphazard, messy, and difficult material to control: in its wet state, it is heavy and can be dangerously corrosive to skin. Here we meet the first of concrete’s famous paradoxes: concrete is both inherently and simultaneously precise and messy, depending on the material’s state and on one’s viewpoint. Observing concrete’s paradoxes is not an original insight—it is frequently referred to as “liquid rock” or “artificial stone.” Like others before me, however, I find them a useful device to help describe the gray matter and they don’t necessarily imply contradictions, merely complexity.

Many years after that summer of slump-testing, when I was working as an architect, I came across the late New York art critic Peter Schjeldahl’s paean to concrete, “Concrete and Burton,”2 which describes the material and its paradoxes in the manner of one of Roland Barthes’ Mythologies. In 1957, Barthes wrote about plastic, the new wonder material of the postwar period, “the stuff of alchemy,” “ubiquity made visible,” albeit “a disgraced material.”3 Like plastic, concrete is shaped in a mold in its initial state before hardening, and is cheap, banal, and commonplace. Also like plastic, the word “concrete” can be used as an adjective as well as a noun: whereas something “plastic” is formable and pliant, something “concrete” is real, tangible, and definite in contrast to something abstract or ideal.4 While Barthes’s brief essay discussed his chosen “miraculous substance” only in terms of its own characteristics, Schjeldahl poetically described concrete as a personality linked with that of the artist he was actually writing about. In 877 words, Schjeldahl described concrete’s two phases from its liquid promiscuity to its “monomaniacal obsession” with its set shape. He starts,


Concrete is the most careless, slovenly stuff — until it is committed, when it becomes fanatically adamant. Liquid rock, concrete is born under a sign of paradox and does not care. Pour concrete out on the ground and it will start to puddle and spread, in rapture to gravity, but then will think better of it: enough spreading! It heaps up on itself in lazy glops, sensual as a frog.5




There is a wonderful section in Kate Grenville’s The Idea of Perfection where Douglas, the engineer protagonist whose personality is drily written to mimic concrete, autistically steamrolls over his romantic person of interest on a dinner date with a monologue about concrete:


All his life he had wanted to convince people to give concrete a chance. It was the most unjustly despised material. When you said concrete, all people thought of was cheap high-rise towers with stains running down the sides, ugly schools with obscene graffiti, underpasses smelling of piss. [. . .] The thing no one seemed to really appreciate about concrete was the way it was a kind of negative. It just took up whatever space was left vacant for it. You could say it revealed the shape of the imagination.6




Rather than give concrete the personality of an artist, Grenville transferred the concrete’s personality to her protagonist. Douglas was used to people “looking for someone better to talk to” and considered himself boring: “it was something he was good at.”7



When I became a parent, I watched a lot of the British children’s cartoon Peppa Pig. In an episode called “The Library,” Daddy Pig—who with round, black, Corbusian spectacles, goatee beard, and a certain dismissive manner with builders, is clearly identifiable as an architect—finds a long-overdue library book called The Wonderful World of Concrete. He enthusiastically starts to read it to his children as a bedtime story and within seconds, the previously hyperactive and boisterous children, as well as Mummy Pig, are all fast asleep. A meditation app has even expanded this fictional book into an audiobook intended to fatigue the listener, acknowledging that this really is the narrative we tell ourselves about concrete: it is the most boring thing you can possibly imagine.

While I was never subjected to such a bedtime story, there is no doubt that my atavistic relationship with concrete is due to my constant exposure to it while growing up. My dad worked in concrete (literally) and our holiday photos were interspersed with pictures of concrete cracking in allegedly interesting ways. And if we’d had a coffee table, that magnificent trade journal, Concrete Quarterly, would have regularly featured on it. As a teenager, I would slope off to my bedroom to ogle at the pictures, embarrassed as if it were a different kind of dirty magazine. I still blame this publication for my ambition to become an architect and when I passed from practice into academia, it came as no surprise that I wrote about Brutalism. This book is not an architectural history of that movement, though it will inevitably appear. Neither is it a love letter to concrete, though it is something of an apologia. I want to try and explain why this supposedly most boring of materials should be thought of with more respect. It may be gray, but it is the most used artificial material on the planet, second only to water. According to the US Geological Survey, we use over 4 billion metric tons of the stuff a year—approximately 2 metric tons, or slightly less than a cubic meter, for every person on earth. We are practically creating a new artificial geological layer of the earth’s crust. Concrete is everywhere: you are probably only a few meters away from it right now. The vast majority of the world’s population has some kind of relationship with it, and most people have an opinion about it.

A world without concrete is difficult to imagine. This ubiquity means that we no longer even see it, never mind question it. We take it for granted as quite literally the foundation of our society, of our lives. It supports the way of life we have constructed, especially since the second half of the twentieth century. Some even argue that it is modernity reified. But what does that say about us, our society, and our values? It is not how concrete is used, but how it is thought about, represented, and discussed that can answer these questions. Both ordinary and extraordinary, concrete’s ubiquity should not contribute to disdain, but to curiosity.

Whereas Schjeldahl compared and contrasted concrete’s paradoxes in terms of its two states—wet and dry—the architectural historian Adrian Forty discussed them more holistically, not distinguishing between its liquid and rock states. Many books have been published on concrete and Brutalism recently, but Forty’s Concrete and Culture is the most comprehensive cultural history, addressing “the place this medium occupies in our heads.”8 He starts by using the structure of paradoxes to explain concrete—“natural and unnatural,” “modern and primitive”—but later relaxes into dualities such as “heaven and earth,” or “memory or oblivion.” He continues the position of Réjean Legault that concrete, when considered a medium, has no inherent meaning to offer, but is something of a blank canvas on which we must inscribe our own interpretations: “the ‘modernity’ of reinforced concrete was not inherent to it, but rather a construction placed upon it.”9 Its place in our collective consciousness depicts its status, which is why The Wonderful World of Concrete is so pertinent. Portrayed as boring and even dystopian, the public uses the word “concrete” as a synonym for bad architecture, often pejoratively against the words “1960s,” “estate,” or “jungle.” For them, concrete is everything that is bad in modern architecture—dogmatic, ugly, and as miserably gray as English drizzle, though less polite. But as Schjeldahl explained, concrete doesn’t care for their opinion. Once set, however much it is mocked or taunted, caressed, or complimented, concrete stoically accepts its irremediable fate with heroic disdain.

While the popular narrative gives concrete an image problem, architects and engineers love it for its aesthetic and structural properties. Concrete, in fact, is the quintessential modern architect’s building material. From Le Corbusier to Zaha Hadid, Oscar Niemeyer to Lina Bo Bardi, it is arguably the material in which the best architects do their best work (and by the same argument, it is the material in which the worst architects do their worst work).

The vast majority of concrete literature focuses on either the dry technical or the exotic aesthetic—books for engineers or coffee tables. While concrete should not be conflated with Brutalism, the “B” word has never been so popular. I wrote the proposal for this book at what must surely have been peak concrete. The concrete scene had been heating up for well over a decade thanks to social media buzzing with seductive monochromatic images of shadows dancing across textured concrete going viral before that other well-known virus took us all virtual for a couple of years. Brutal Here, Brutal There, Brutalism’s Everywhere. Brutalist buildings lend themselves to sumptuous black-and-white photography, such as that of Simon Phipps or Wayne Thom, who have published and exhibited concrete buildings from around the world. As Concrete Quarterly noted when it finally moved to color in 1978, it had “remained faithful to black-and-white if only because so many concrete structures lend themselves better to that medium.”10 On my bookshelf sits Birmingham: The Brutiful Years, Brutalist Britain, Brutalist Paris, Brutalist Italy, Brutalist Japan, The Brutalists, Chinese Brutalism Today, various Brutalist map guides and my favorite of all, SOS Brutalism. There are even Brutalist coloring books, calendars, cutout cardboard kits, and tea towels. Brutalism has been commodified and become an industry in its own right for the nostalgic creative. Concrete was cool again for a while. But since then, its perceived image has shifted once more, this time for an ethical rather than aesthetic reason: climate change. Our addiction to concrete is killing the planet almost as much as our addiction to oil—an urgent global problem which I address in the penultimate chapter.

Concrete, then, is a material, a medium, an industry, but also a technology and a process—an idea that Cyril Simonnet introduced in his seminal history of concrete.11 Treating concrete as a process gives it the versatility that architects love. While the mold can be made in one place, the material itself can be prepared elsewhere and cast on site or at the prefabrication factory. The combination of sand, cement, aggregate, water, admixtures, and reinforcement, as well as the formwork (mold) and human labor, makes it what it will become. Once the water is added to the cement, hydration begins, and the mixture starts giving off heat and setting hard. This can be retarded or accelerated with admixtures, but it can’t be reversed. Once it is sufficiently hard to remove (or “strike”) the formwork, the concrete continues to harden. It expands in warm weather and shrinks in the cold, so it needs carefully positioned expansion joints to accommodate this small movement and prevent cracking. Nevertheless, weathering and forces within and imposed upon the concrete will sooner or later lead to cracks and spalling over time, which will inevitably need attention—all part of an ongoing process. For Forty, this gives concrete its unnatural status, whereas Katie Lloyd Thomas sees it as a means rather than an end, where its becoming offers an opportunity to re-empower the craftsman and reintroduce craft into construction.12 This process becomes particularly potent when the formwork is flexible, as described in Chapter 4.


History

Concrete is normatively considered a material of the future rather than the past, and Forty argues that it has no history, by which he really means “art history.” Because it is a relatively new technology, arriving in its modern form in the nineteenth century, it had no long tradition to deal with or back it up. For me—an architect rather than a historian—concrete’s development alongside modern architecture and its role in the development of modern society and its cities is sufficient.

A form of concrete based on lime and pozzolanic ash was commonly used by the Romans. Vitruvius mentions it several times in his famous Ten Books of Architecture (c. 25 BCE), though he didn’t really understand its potential. Arguably the most famous Roman concrete production is the dome of the Pantheon, still very much intact today, almost 2,000 years later. There is evidence that even before that, ancient civilizations used a form of concrete in their buildings, mixing some kind of naturally occurring lime-based cementitious binder with an aggregate that created a moldable material that set hard. However, knowledge of this concrete was lost with the fall of the Roman Empire and while there were several discoveries or inventions of concrete between then and now,13 the material we recognize today only became possible when Joseph Aspdin, a bricklayer from Leeds in England, was granted a patent in 1824 for “an improvement in the mode of producing an artificial stone.”14 Aspdin’s method involved burning powdered limestone (which he literally pilfered from the roads) with ground clay until “the carbonic acid is entirely expelled.” When the residue was cooled, ground, and mixed with water, it set as a material that resembled the off-white appearance and hardness of Portland stone, a popular building material quarried on the island of Portland off the south coast of England. Linking his artificial stone to this respectable and well-known natural stone was a masterstroke in getting Portland cement accepted by the construction industry, and this nomenclature of “artificial stone” became a recurring comparison for concrete—it never really went away and was promoted by the cement and concrete industry again in the 1970s to make concrete palatable for Post-Modernists. Aspdin started manufacturing his new material with his sons, expecting it to be used mainly for stucco to render buildings’ façades and castings to imitate carved stone. However, it was Joseph’s ne’er-do-well son William who improved the process by taking overheated clinkers from the process that his father had overlooked and crushing them to make the powder that became the basis of what is now universally known as Ordinary Portland Cement (OPC). Aspdin senior had already disinherited William when he moved to London in 1842 to start manufacturing his superior cement. Other manufacturers soon discovered the secret of using clinker to make OPC and the industry took off.

Architects and engineers were quick to see the potential of this new material.
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