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Telematics is the art and science of transforming facades with moving images. 
Elaine Knutt looks into a future world in which buildings communicate and respond 
to their environments 
 
A visualisation of how a waterfall image would look 
projected on to Canary Wharf.  
 
Canary Wharf has a giant waterfall coursing down 
its facade, spilling water on to the pedestrian plaza 
below. It’s alien, unexpected and arresting, a 
demonstration of the power of the natural world 
bursting into a man-made environment. Except that 
there’s no spray, no floods, and the waterfall is 
actually a real-time projection of Angel Falls in 
Venezuela.  
 
The waterfall is a powerful demonstration of 
“telematics”, the art and science of broadcasting 
live images over the internet from one location on 
to an LED screen or interactive building facade in 
another. In this case, the effect is created by 
draping a curtain of Perspex rods containing LEDs 
spaced several centimetres apart down the facade 
of a high-rise building. At the viewing distance of 
commuters and shoppers, the pixellated images will 
resolve into a convincing facsimile. 
 
Telematics also takes us close to the visionary 
Archigram notions of moving, talking, identity-
shifting architecture. Buildings haven’t yet learned 
to walk, but the arrival of broadband internet 
connections and building-integrated LED allows them to receive and respond to data, and express 
themselves in colour and sound. “You plug a roof into a laptop, press a button — and your building 
has become a chameleon,” says Armand Terruli, architect and co-founder of body>data>space.  
 
 
body>data>space’s 3m diameter balloon acts as a 
projection screen for digital images. It is kept 
inflated by an integral fan at the top, but is 
supported by lightweight metal cabling. 
 
The next evolution is “smart” materials that embody 
the ability to receive data without a projector, a goal 
coming closer by the month. But unless meaningful 
content is developed as well, body>data>space 
warns that architecturally innovative and 
technologically advanced interactive buildings 
could end up draped in moving adverts for 
McDonald’s or the meaningless trance-like graphics 
of a club chill-out room.  
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So the year-old consultancy, set up by Terruli and dance artist Ghislaine Boddington, sees its role as 
advancing the art of building-integrated telematics in step with the architecture. Its name spells out its 
function: using the body to generate data and then expressing it in architectural spaces. “If you just 
display blobs and patterns, there’s nothing that relates to the human spirit,” says Boddington.  
 
One strand of b>d>s’s activities is therefore to work with dancers, musicians and video artists on 
staging live performances and collaborative works. As an interactive art form, telematics takes artists 
into a new field of shared authorship: audiences or performers in one location can interact with live 
performances broadcast from another in a collaborative, endlessly inventive loop.  
 
At the same time, Terruli and Boddington work on 
their own architectural projects. body>data>space 
has completed the installation of a curved screen 
inside a coastal Martello tower near Clacton-on-
Sea, creating an interactive 3D studio for the local 
school and surrounding community. Its entry to the 
Lift New Parliament competition was for an 
inexpensive demountable structure-cum-projection-
screen. Audiences inside two of these mobile 
venues — in London and Namibia, for instance — 
would be digitally connected.  
 
b>d>s have designed an inexpensive demountable structure-cum-projection-screen. Audiences inside 
these mobile venues — in London and Namibia, for instance — could be digitally connected.  
 
The firm also collaborates with ETFE specialist Vector Special Projects, with which Terruli has a long-
standing involvement. The two firms are exploring applications of the art/technology interface in 
school and shopping centre projects with architect BDP, including the firm’s Hackney Bridge 
Academy.  
 
“It’s about shifting the digital into the built environment, and changing our notions of reality by making 
buildings that talk, move and change,” says Vector founder Ben Morris, who says his firm is already 
working on a “digitalising” ETFE cushion. 
 
Recent architectural forays into digital interactivity include Rolfe Judd’s colour-changing barometer at 
the top of a tower in Tabard Square in south London, Herzog & de Meuron’s Allianz Arena, and the 
40W lightbulbs incorporated into the facade of Peter Cook’s Kunsthaus in Graz.  
 
Today, by combining ETFE foil with proximity or touch sensors, LEDs and a new breed of ultra-thin 
loudspeakers, Vector and b>d>s already have the ability to create facades that respond to data or 
their own environment in colour and sound. The next step is intelligent materials that irridesce, or “e-
paper” technology that would allow materials to display text.  
 
“You don’t see this at Interbuild or 100% Design,” says Terruli. “It’s Seiko and Sony that are pushing 
this technology. The building industry is still working in bricks and blocks — it’s a technological 
dinosaur.” 
 

“You plug a roof into a laptop, press a button — and your building has become a chameleon” 
 
Terruli and Boddington’s combined CV puts them in the category of artistic innovators. Terruli is a 
qualified architect, who worked in exhibition design for Jasper Jacob Associates and Eva Jiricna 
before joining Vector, but had a parallel career as a club and festival “VJ”, orchestrating film, music 
and lights into a sensory synthesis. “You can get across a sophisticated message and it’s instant. 
Something happens on a Saturday afternoon and we could show it in a club that night,” he says. 
 
Boddington, who is also digital arts research associate at Middlesex University, ran an arts project 
called shinkansen, which sought a creative fusion of traditional arts forms with the interactive world of 
internet broadcasting, mobile phones, text messaging, wi-fi beacons, and sensor technology. “It’s 
about the body and technology interface.”  
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If telematics is the future, BDS argues that it could 
be either alienating or empowering, just as peoples’ 
relationship to it could be either passive or active. 
In the hands of the corporate world, talking 
buildings could address us with the kind of 
intrusive, personally tailored advertising seen in the 
film Minority Report. In the hands of a powerful, 
single-party state, as in Singapore or China, it’s 
easy to imagine architecture being hijacked by 
technology and used as a propaganda platform.  
 
Alternatively the digital revolution could be 
empower people to influence their environment. 
“There’s a history of public participation in the arts,” 
says Boddington. “Think of carnivals and fairs. 
Whenever we do workshops, we’re amazed at how 
people surpass their expectations. For the younger generations, already communicating via youtube 
and myspace, telematics offers the chance to take their fluency in multimedia out of their bedrooms 
and into the public realm.  
 
As an easy, affordable entry point into the world of digital interactivity corporate, arts or education 
sector clients, b>d>s has also developed a £600 balloon that can act as a projection screen for digital 
images. Hovering in the atrium of an office block or an auditorium, the 3m-diameter balloon is kept 
inflated by an integral fan at the top, but is supported by lightweight metal cabling.  
 
The first buildings to incorporate multimedia interactivity are likely to be arts centres. “Buildings being 
designed now will need a digital infrastructure criss-crossed with data lines, so that projection screens 
can be moved anywhere. It’s an integral part of how a future gallery could work,” says Terruli. b>d>s 
has consulted on Rafael Viñoly’s Firstsite artspace in Colchester, and will be involved in staging an 
interactive opening performance. However, the building is not expected to be a telematic pioneer.  
Perhaps Viñoly, and indeed other architects, have an understandable hesitation about letting go of 
their design and ceding the creative authorship of part of their buildings to the public.  
 
Terruli sees the issue in a different, LED-pixellated, light. “In architectural terms, it’s another level of 
thinking — a curved wall doesn’t have to be plasterboard, it can be an LED screen. When you’re 
designing public buildings, or shopping centres, it’s a way of giving buildings an extra level of 
interactivity.” 
 
Read more: 
http://www.bdonline.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=453&storycode=3076661#ixzz0d5eajLkK 


