
The Role of Materiality in Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern 

Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern, located in London, is one of the most iconic 

examples of contemporary architecture in the world. The museum's materiality, defined as the 

physical and tactile qualities of the building materials, is an essential element of its design. This 

essay will critically analyze the role of materiality in Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern by 

examining the building's history, context, and construction process. It will also consider the 

influence of the building's materiality on its users' experiences and the wider cultural significance 

of the building. 

Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern is located in the former Bankside Power Station, a 

massive industrial structure built in the 1950s to provide electricity to London. The building's 

location, on the banks of the River Thames, was significant, as it was a visible symbol of the 

city's industrial past. Herzog and de Meuron's design for the Tate Modern, which transformed the 

power station into a contemporary art museum, was intended to celebrate this history while also 

providing a new cultural destination for London. 

The transformation of the power station into a museum was not a simple task. The architects 

faced numerous challenges in adapting the building's vast spaces and rugged industrial features 

to the needs of a contemporary art museum. One of the critical decisions they made was to retain 

much of the building's original materiality, including its brick walls, concrete floors, and steel 

framework. The materiality of the building was thus central to the architects' design concept, as it 

allowed them to celebrate the building's industrial heritage while also creating a contemporary 

space for art. 

 



The building's materiality is particularly evident in its brick façade. The original power station 

was constructed of dark brick, which gave the building a heavy and somber appearance. Herzog 

and de Meuron retained this brickwork, but added a new layer of brick on top of the existing 

walls, creating a pattern of recessed and protruding bricks that added texture and depth to the 

façade. This new brickwork also allowed the building to blend in with the surrounding urban 

context, which is characterized by a mix of old and new brick buildings. 

The materiality of the Tate Modern is also evident in the interior spaces of the museum. The 

architects chose to retain much of the building's original industrial features, such as its concrete 

floors, steel columns, and massive turbines. These materials create a raw and rough-hewn 

aesthetic that contrasts with the refined and polished surfaces of traditional art museums. The use 

of these materials also highlights the building's industrial history, reminding visitors of the 

building's former function as a power station. 

The building's materiality has had a significant impact on the experience of the museum's users. 

Visitors to the Tate Modern are struck by the building's scale and roughness, which creates a 

sense of awe and wonder. The museum's vast spaces, with their high ceilings and exposed brick 

walls, also create a sense of openness and freedom that is not found in traditional art museums. 

The building's materiality thus enhances the museum's role as a place for contemplation and 

reflection, allowing visitors to engage with art in a more immersive and experiential way. 

The use of industrial materials in the Tate Modern also has wider cultural significance. Herzog 

and de Meuron's design can be seen as part of a broader trend in contemporary architecture 

towards the use of rough and raw materials. This trend, sometimes called "brutalism," has been 

embraced by architects and designers as a way to create buildings that are expressive, honest, 

and authentic. The Tate Modern is thus not only a unique and compelling building in its own 



right, but also a representative example of a broader cultural movement in contemporary 

architecture. 

In conclusion, Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern is a testament to the power of materiality in 

contemporary architecture. The architects' decision to retain much of the building's original 

industrial features, including its brick façade, concrete floors, and steel columns, creates a sense 

of rawness and roughness that is both striking and immersive. The building's materiality also 

highlights the industrial history of the site, reminding visitors of the building's former function as 

a power station. The result is a building that is both expressive and authentic, a space that invites 

contemplation and reflection while celebrating the cultural heritage of its location. 

The use of materiality in the Tate Modern is also significant in its wider cultural context. The 

building's embrace of rough and raw materials is part of a broader trend in contemporary 

architecture towards the use of materials that are expressive and authentic. This trend, which has 

been called "brutalism," represents a rejection of the slick and polished surfaces of traditional 

modernist architecture and a return to the fundamental qualities of building materials. 

Overall, Herzog and de Meuron's Tate Modern is a compelling example of the power of 

materiality in contemporary architecture. The building's materiality, expressed through its brick 

façade, concrete floors, and steel columns, creates a sense of rawness and roughness that is both 

striking and immersive. The result is a building that is both a celebration of its industrial heritage 

and a representative example of a broader cultural movement in contemporary architecture. 
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