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Architecture and nature inevitably compete for space.
That poses a dilemma when resources are finite and
the demand for space keeps growing. Besides, we
know that the construction sector generates huge
waste and emissions. All this has raised issues about
the role of architecture: Does it need a shift in pers-
pective? Could we be building with nature instead of
against it?

This exhibition showcases three Berlin-
based projects: the experimental building MY-CO
SPACE (2021, MY-CO-X), a competition entry for
the Futurium exhibition venue (2012, 3rd prize,
ludwig.schoenle, now OLA - Office for Living Archi-
tecture), and the Chapel of Reconciliation built on
Bernauer Strasse (1996-2000, Reitermann/Sassen-
roth Architekten with Lehm Ton Erde Baukunst -
Martin Rauch).

New sensuality

These buildings draw on the potential of fungi, trees
and mud. Doing so lends them not just an ecological
quality but an entirely new character: they breathe,
grow and take on life. As a result, the architecture
acquires a surprising sensuality. When our senses
respond to the space, we experience our contact with
the environment physically: the sustainable impact is
not merely material.

Installations, some purpose-designed for
this show, will enable visitors to discover the material-
ity and aesthetic value of building with these natural
materials. The genesis of these three projects and
the strategies behind them are illustrated by about 45
original plans and sketches, photographs, rende-
rings, objects and models.

Sustainable building strategies

The teams presented here - the SciArt collective
MY-CO-X from Berlin, the Office for Living Architec-
ture (OLA) from Stuttgart and the group collaborating
with Martin Rauch, the clay virtuoso from Vorarlberg
- all boast an international reputation or rank as pio-
neers in the fields of fungal research, botanical archi-
tecture and modern-day mud construction. They all
share a desire to combine different disciplines and to
merge cutting-edge technology with traditional prac-
tice.

In pursuit of building methods that place
less pressure on the climate, they have established
new links between architecture and the world out-
side. Fungi, trees and mud are not just building mate-
rials but partners, partly because the architects are
learning from them and partly because they influence



the structure both conceptually and formally. Collab-
oration and combination are closing the gap between
architecture and nature.

The building transition

There is much talk at present about a transition in
the construction sector. The buildings and designs
on show here are prominent examples. They sym-
bolise a belief that sustainable architecture can-
not be achieved simply by technical means, such as
by focusing on ecological materials and energy effi-
ciency. They go further by adding a deeper cultural
dimension to the sustainability debate, questioning
the conventional relationship between architecture
and nature and promoting an awareness for things in
our environment not made by human hand.

Nature v. architecture

The conflict between nature and architecture is
ancient and fundamental. The basic function of a
building was to protect us from natural forces such as
weather and wild animals. Of all cultural techniques,
architecture has served most clearly to keep nature
at bay, suppress it or at best exploit it. Even in 1925,
Le Corbusier, a hero of modernism, described the
construction of cities as “a human operation directed
against nature”.

The history of architecture records many
critical responses and counter-proposals, some-
times utopian or visionary, sometimes pragmatic
and successful. In Berlin, an ecological architecture
movement emerged around the International Buil-
ding Exhibition (IBA) in 1987. That, too, promoted nat-
ural materials and sought to integrate buildings more
effectively into environmental cycles, drawing on
solar energy and rainwater, respecting the vegetation
available and incorporating it into the built fabric.

When Berlin was redeveloped as the
capital of a newly unified Germany, accompanied by
politically endorsed discourse about “Critical Recon-
struction”, the focus shifted again, and those ideas
largely dried up. Much of the resulting architecture
sought to echo history and the opposition between
nature and architecture remained unchallenged, still
driving the competition for space and resources.

But now the time seems right to reassess the future of
that relationship.

Chapters in the exhibition

The exhibition begins with photographic art (from the
museum collection or loaned) by Elisabeth Nigge-
meyer, Ulrich Wiist and Thomas Eller.
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The photographs by Niggemeyer and Wiist illustrate
an apparent incompatibility and stand-off between
post-war modernist architecture and forms that take
shape organically. Thomas Eller’s photo-installation
addresses a new perspective by quoting Albrecht
Durer’s well-known watercolour “The Large Piece of
Turf” of 1503. In his piece, the humans look very small
and nature oversized.

Fungal research

Fungus-based building materials are the speciality
of the collective MY-CO-X, founded in Berlin in 2020
by biotechnologist Vera Meyer and architect Sven
Pfeiffer. It currently has nine members from the fields
of biotechnology, art, design and architecture who
see fungus as a past master of networking, transfor-
mation and symbiosis and as a partner and teacher
rather than an object of research.

MY-CO SPACE resulted from this part-
nership in 2021. It is a mobile experimental building to
sleep, live and work in and it is lined with 300 panels
of mycelium composite. This material, produced
in the lab, recycles leftovers instead of consuming
resources. It is lightweight, totally biodegradable and
a good insulator. Studies are underway to assess its
strength, including its ability to withstand weathering
and fire. Visitors to the exhibition can explore the
“Pilzhaus” (“fungi house”), which has a footprint of
about 20 square metres.

Botanical building

Architects Ferdinand Ludwig and Daniel Schénle
demonstrate how living nature can function as build-
ing material. With their “Baubotanik” approach they
have devised hybrid buildings where plants fuse with
construction elements. These growing architectures
are always changing and never finished, undermin-
ing the traditional belief that a building must display
constancy. The ability to experience architecture and
nature as one promises new perceptions.

If this method had been implemented in
the Futurium, the new exhibition centre near Berlin’s
main station, visitors would have felt as if they were
walking through the crown of a tree. Ludwig and
Schonle, who took 3rd prize in the design competi-
tion, wanted to build a botanical facade. A lozenge-
shaped structure composed of plane trees would
have been grafted onto the core of the building, crea-
ting a ramp for people to circulate inside. Trees would
create a habitat for fauna, bind dust and save energy
by providing shade. In the exhibition, a genuine
specimen of a tree grafted onto inanimate material
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suggests how the facade would have worked and
demonstrates how plants can form large load-bearing
structures capable of life.

Structural mud
The Chapel of Reconciliation on Bernauer Strasse
is the most significant modern-day mud structure in
Berlin. This sacred building was designed by Rudolf
Reitermann and Peter Sassenroth. The wall seven
metres high enclosing the chapel interior was made
of rammed earth by the Austrian Martin Rauch.
A bold venture at the time, it now ranks as a pioneer-
ing achievement. This is the first time in over 100
years that mud has been used to build north of the
Alps and its first use in Berlin to make load-bearing
elements.

Martin Rauch has created an installation
for the exhibition to highlight the renewal of mud as a
building material in Europe, a development in which
he has played a key role. The work consists of ready-
made sections of rammed earth. Rauch’s technique,
drawing on an ancient practice, has now entered
serial manufacture. His company works for presti-
gious architects in Europe and beyond. The installa-
tion will enable visitors to experience the extra-
ordinary aesthetic power of mud, for the earthen
substance appeals to multiple senses.

Accompanying events and

outreach in English

Guided tours in English take place every Saturday at
4:15pm. No extra charge to ticket-holders.

No advance booking required.

berlinischegalerie.de/en/programme/calendar
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Online tickets
bg.berlin/en/tickets

Social Media
#berlinischegalerie
#CloserToNatureBG
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