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fireplaces

More than just pretty facings

cast concrete and the contemporary fireplace
BY KHAI FOO

e carries as much nostalgic and emotional weight
Wlthough it has long stnce relinguished its rode as the

cat saurce, the fireplace has continuwed to accupy a

B si1ion as decorative and social focal point of the home,
becawse we have a primal need for the warmth and
mesmerizing ghow of an open fire, Or perhaps it is because our idza of
“home" is incxtricably tied to the idea of “hearth”. Whasever the reason
the fireplace has remained a fixture in our living rooms and dens - taking
the chill out of winter evenings, and holding up our family photes and
Christrnas stockings,

Like '--.'.Ii.11:-¢|.'|'||'l]|:£, cogieels and hureicane L|.|11[l-:, thie form of the
.,'n|:1r|11p|-rar'.'|"|r|;'|'-'|.|.;|;' evolved From a functional peed — -:rh.'il"uu.l'l:.', ithe
need ko 4..|.'|'|:'!g.'|;n|'.1.|'u| i fire and transmir its heat effciently |i|m|,'.3l:m-u: the
niency spaces of a |'~|:|.|I|EinE. Ter thas ru‘l,-nuig."lijgp'l.qf .!-r-.!.'.,-;l:. uset] hlq"nm'l'
materials with a ot of thermual mass

Mantelpieces, desizned to contain smoke from the fire below, were

typically stone and brick masanry,

similacdy masave, With such substantial scale and solid materials
already a requirement. the fireplace became a natural focus for interio
eaign, with magnificent exanples produced in every architectural
j":'ll-:u.'i. The I-Ir-r|'|.:|.'|: rante] and surnound c'.':'l:uluaLg.' came bo define the
architectural siyle of an interbor through its proportions and detailing,
Technological advances i the twentieth century, however, eliminated
the hearth's functional aspect — hormes were well-iniulated and centrally
heeated, and tedevision becane the new centre of our social spaces. The
techinobogy behind the freplace alsa began to change — natural gas
eclipued wond 2 the fuel of choice. Direct venting all bul eliminated
clearance swes and even dhimneys, as most Areplace “uniis” could be
vented thivugh the nearest exterior wall.

seaturaly on- flarmmmalbe, cast concrete reduces inatallabion restncbons o

b the mew “clean-foce™ bools can be used 1o full advantage. With concrete

facmne componenits, walls can be clad around the firebox without intormuption o
oemaproenise doe 1o hest dearancey. Cononete’s cocelenl thermal mass qualitics
allov it 40 stoe and radiate the heat from a maodern gas fire, potentially improving
everall performance. Additionally, with the current trend o combine 3 fireptsce
1 a flat screen tedevision on a angle feature wiadl, a coacnele rranse] cum serve as

n effectve bulfer betwoen the heat of the fire and sensstive electrmonic.
Cast comerete also contributes 10 2 sustainablde and healihy bome — not ondy

o modern concrete formulatzons utiize recycled muterials, they ase also deslgned

vith performance and durabidity in mand. In most diimsates in Morth Amenica, the

'--.-:_.:1J|..m-..'. frevre-thaw pesstance of hi{;,."l-p-:rﬁ.'ﬂﬂunu: concrete allow it 1o be

cocsaiulby utilized i outdoor pooms.
Whether inddoors or out, a typial concrete installition will kst a lifetime

The torm of the modern Greplace reflected this change in technology
srmall, self-contained and even movable units replaced the massive

masonry structures that were once necessary, From a design
perspective, this frecdom frem technolegical constraints had mixed
results — in many installations, ireplaces became littde more than
gloried space heaters, with meantels and surcownds added on as an
aftershought - & mere shred of the grand architectural pieces of the past

Muore recently, however, there has beon a shift in the Areplace
industry. Buoyed by a renewed global appetiie for design, the lasi
decade has seen an unprecedented focus on the sivle and visual appeal
of the hearth, Homeowners have t::prt.'..'u:d a repgwed desire for the
substance and authenticity of a traditional wood-burning fireplace

but without having to burn wood, The industry has responded with

‘dean-faced ™ oot ﬁ:rpluu:n that have no visible vents and larger, hottes
flammes that r:'plin:Jh: a real wood fire

At the same time, the influences of international du;'-'.ign have
resulted in a trend toward minimalist fires that use unconventicnral
miaterials and new proportions o create sleck, ulira-modern
installations. With a wider range of styles at their disposal, designer
are approaching freplaces as opporiuniibes o enhance entire rooms
and onge again, make unigee design statemedts, The new freplaces

effectively create “blank canvases™ of the walls they occupy, with
beautiful fires &t their cenires.

Tix rekindle the mass of the great historlec mantelpieces, designen
arg wsing substantial materials — stone vemeers, tile, szeel and concrete
— i meew gl meslern forms, The plasticity, wile coloar range and
availability of cast concrete have made it the preferred chodce for may
desipn |"'r|||:cﬁ'\...|:||'|.-||.'\1.

with litthe or no maintenance. This means mo extra chemicals in the home from
cheancrg or refinishing. Additonally, cononete has one of the lowest bevebs of VOO
and off-gassing when compared 1o other commonly used building rmasteriak,
which & partioularty important when used in the heated environs of a fireplace.

The key benclit of cust concrete hrcpl.h.l: prabribed arsd wall brestmenis, however,
i b theey ook, Witth incrodibls design flextbelsty, concnele may be manipulsted
and configured in virtually lirmithess wirys. Cast mantelpioces can quole clasic
motifs of express sustere minimalism, The high strengths of modemn aonerele
allow it bo be cast i barpe, thin formats that reduce the structural demands on
sippaTting walls without '|..I:-.'F.||EI-..'J.‘LE visial] effect Wills maay be clad Hooe 1o
cetting, recalling traditional chimncy chases — all the while conveying substance,

T s @ Juurionis, onganic fod.

Ins wpite of changing tastes and the constraints of new lechaologees, lircphsoes
cofitinue io occupy prominent places in our bomes and it seems, mour hearts,
Cat comsrete Areplace mantcls and wall Escangs offer deiigners functional, diverse
anadl sustaimable optsons for a new gencrotion of enduring bearth designs, @
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