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The  
MediuM  
is The 
Message 
BY NGIOM

The AusTriAn PAvilion AT venice used for The BiennAle wAs A 
Brick-And-morTAr Building. for The 2010 ArchiTecTure BiennAle, 
The Building wAs wrAPPed By scAffolding And TexTile To 
TrAnsform iT inTo An insTAllATion of mediA ArT, nArrATing 
AusTriA’s ArchiTecTure field ThAT hAd Become A PlAyground of 
ArchiTecTurAl AdvenTures where BoTh AusTriAn And foreign 
ArchiTecTs PArTiciPATed. The fAcT ThAT An AmericAn ArchiTecT, eric 
owen moss wAs commissioned To design The PAvilion Anchors The 
sTory – ThAT AusTriA now hAs An oPen ATTiTude To ArchiTecTure. 

The design idea, and then the official 
acceptance to have the building 
wrapped and have the story told 
largely through graphic prints had 
turned architecture into media art. it 
was an act that was unimaginable for 
a country like Austria half a century 
ago, but the fact that the country could 
now speak about its own architecture 
field in such a manner had made more 
than a mere artistic statement – it 
had spoken about a cultural shift, of 
an open society having confidence 
not to have to bond to its past, but 
one that had become adventurous, 
open and global. it defined an 
interpretation of cultural maturity 
and of its belonging to a larger world 
beyond the chains of nationalism. 

The art of the architecture dug into 
several layers. interpretation of the 
layers could be traced to near the 
beginning of postmodern thoughts 
in the 1960s with regard to the power 
of medias in the new mediatised 
world and the influence upon 

human perception of things – this 
became an alarming observation 
when it was noticed how the 
American public had allowed the 
media to crystallise perceptions. 

The first American Presidential debate 
in 1960 marked a milestone in the 
realisation of the power of the media. 
what happened after kennedy and 
nixon took the stage was a familiar 
tale. it became folklore that nixon 
was pale and emancipated from a 
recent hospitalisation, appeared sick 
and sweaty, while kennedy had just 
worked on his tan and appeared calm 
and confident. As the story went, 
those who listened to the debate on 
radio thought that nixon had won. But 
those listeners were in the minority. 
By 1960, 88% of American household 
had television, up from just 11% a 
decade before. The number of viewers 
who had turned in to the debate was 
estimated at 74 million. Those that 
watched the debate on television 
thought that kennedy was the clear 

winner. nixon actually performed 
much better in subsequent debates 
after fattening up through a ‘milkshake 
diet’ but by then the damage had 
already been done. Alan schroeder, 
a media historian said, “you couldn’t 
wipe away the image people had 
seared in their brains from the first 
debate”. even kennedy acknowledged 
the medium’s role in his victory. on 
november 12, 1960, four days after 
winning the election by a narrow 
margin, he said, “it was Tv more than 
anything else that turned the tide.

To marshall mcluhan, the medium 
does not refer just to the mass 
media of communications – radio, 
television, the press or the internet. 
And the ‘message’ does not mean 
just the content or information. what 
mcluhan was pointing toward was 
a structural change in society as the 
result of new media over long periods 
of time. After a long period of time 
and experience with new media 
innovation we look backward and 
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‘under construction’ was intended to 
showcase the state of architecture in 
Austria where foreign architects played 
a significant role in the contemporary 
architectural field, together in 
competition with local architects, 
signifying that cultural shift toward 
openness. That itself is a significant 
change from the traditional attitude 
in architecture, which at a time in the 
past was nationalistic in nature. O
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realise that there are some effects on 
culture that we are not entirely aware 
at the outset. These are ‘unintended 
consequences’. mark federman 
described these as a consequence 
of: “interplay of existing conditions 
to the secondary or tertiary effects in 
a cascade of interactions. All of these 
dynamic processes that are entirely 
non-obvious comprise our ground 
or context. They all work silently to 
influence the way in which we interact 
with one another, and with out society 
at large. in a word, ground comprises 
everything we don’t notice”1. 

The Austrian Pavilion was symbolic 
of the change of inter-personal 
dynamics that media innovation 
brought with it. The ‘message’ of 
the installation made of temporal 
materials to wrap up a permanent 
building was not the architecture or 
art of the installation but the change 
in attitude on the part of all who 
participated including, the client the 
designer and even the audience – it 
could be said that the change was 
not in the architecture or the art but 
the change in public attitude towards 
it. it signified the emergence of new 
aesthetic taste. mcluhan message was 
about looking beyond the obvious 
to realise non-obvious changes 
that had enabled the new thing.

federman suggested creative aesthetic 
works are like speech – they take our 
sensorial shaped minds to the world 
and they become a form of sharing that 
perpetuate and grow – the medium is 
hence anything from which a change 
emerges. federman summarised: 
“since some sort of change emerges 
from everything we conceive or create, 
all of our inventions, innovations, ideas 
and ideals are mcluhan media”2. 

Themed ‘under construction’ the 
Austrian Pavilion was merely an idea let 
loose with no indication that it had any 
cerebral intention over the installation. 
But the mere fact that the permanent 
building looked conventional and 
the installation looked completely 
apart from convention indicated the 
shift in aesthetic sentiments over the 
years – for instance: “wherein lies art 
and wherein lies architecture?” – The 
intra-disciplinary and sharing culture 
that had emerge with the mediatised 
world says that borders between 
disciplines are no longer relevant 
in tandem with a borderless world 
dominate by unlimited information.
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