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Abstract

My objective was to learn from Valentin Bearth. Bearth founded his office in 1988
together with Andrea Deplazes and since 2000 has been a professor at the Accademia
di architettura in Mendrisio. In an interview with him, he described the lessons he
learnt when he worked for Peter Zumthor. Zumthor, at that time, was working on
historic restoration projects in the canton of Graubünden. Bearth worked on several
refurbishments and finally on the chapel of Saint Benedict in the village of Sumvitg.
While learning from Valentin Bearth, I focussed on three themes which are: learning
from old buildings, creating a concept of space, and designing my own window frame.
The proposed new academy building is situated on a descending plot surrounded by
three characteristic buildings. Each of these buildings is placed with its back towards
the plot. The church, which is connected to Palazzo Turconi, is oriented towards the
historical center of Mendrisio. The larger Palazzo Turconi and the new cylindrical
Teatro dell’architectura have their main entrance oriented towards Via Alfonso Turconi,
which is situated at the other side of the building. However, a formal entrance for
visitors from the station, on the Via Bolzani, is still missing.
The final building volume is the result of a study of different building options. The
relatively compact building encloses a space which create a square in between the
existing buildings. The new square adds to a continuous sequence of open spaces
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between the buildings. Orienting the new building parallel to Palazzo Turconi creates
a suggestive connection between the two. The restrained colouration and the
articulation of the individual stories reflect features of the surrounding buildings. The
angled openings play with the perspective of the observer. At first, the building looks
more solid as a direct reaction to all the different shapes of the surrounding buildings.
Walking up the slope, the perspective changes, resulting in that the building appears to
be more open.
A formal entrance at the lower part of the building serves as an entrance for visitors
from the station. The entrance leads towards the atrium in the center of the building.
From the atrium on the ground floor, an underground connection is formed with the
new Teatro dell’architettura. The atrium with cabinets for models of first year students
is in this way connected with the exhibits of the gallery of Teatro dell’architettura.
Inside, the workspaces are distributed around the atrium surrounded with cabinets for
models. An open corridor and situating the main route of the building along the studios
stimulates interaction between the ateliers, therefore encouraging curiosity. Towards
the southern side of the building the floor plan is shifted to situate workspaces along
the atrium. These offices are for the student assistants and professors associated
with the design ateliers on the same floor. In the corridor, direct sunlight is captured
during winter. The warmed air creates an airflow through the building. Eventually the
closed corridor serves as an ideal place to have a phone call or a private conversation
separated from the open atelier room.
Facing towards the square, the window openings are larger and create a more open
character. The angled reveals of the window stimulate the entry of the winter sun
while the overhang of the window prevents the summer sun to enter the building too
much. On the outside of the building and on the other side, the angled reveals of the
window play with the observer. Whereas from the inside, the angled surface allows a
view overlooking the valley of Mendrisio and the mountain passage towards Lugano.
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Introduction

The collaborative part
Architectural education started within the framework of an apprenticeship system;
a close collaboration between a master architect and his apprentice. This system
originally took place outside of an educational system, but eventually helped to shape
the architectural education. The central topic of our collaborative part of the work in
this graduation studio is the investigation of the idea of ‘learning from’ by learning
from Swiss architecture and Swiss architectural education. The collaborative part of
the work is divided in the following subtopics: Architectural Education in Switzerland,
Learning, Genealogy, and the context of Swiss architects.
The research of Architectural education in Switzerland focusses on the history of the
Swiss institutions for architectural educations, their correlation and their influence on
the architecture student. The chapter describes which architectural education systems
are present in Switzerland, the essential developments within the Swiss architectural
education system throughout the years, the influence of the Swiss architectural
education systems, and the relation between a masterly-apprenticeship and the
design studio within Swiss architectural education.
The research into the process of Learning investigates the way a relation between
master and apprentice becomes valuable. Herein, an apprentice should ask him - or
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herself: “How do I learn from an architect?”. This elementary question grounds this
research to the ‘concept of mimesis’. Furthermore, the learning process is applied by
mimetic experiments; imitation as a way of learning.
Genealogy is the study of families and the tracing of their ancestry and history. The
Greek “genea” refers to generation and “logos” refers to knowledge. In historic context,
the family tree is often ues as a tool for displaying these relationships, whereby a
hierarchic top-down structure symbolizes the passing down of the genes. However, in
this context of genealogy, the main focus is to visualize the transferring of knowledge
in the field of architecture. This research focuses in particularly on the mapping of
the Swiss architects. In order to get a better understanding of the transferring of
knowledge and the trails it leaves behind, the collected data has be clearly presented/
visualized in a special diagram.
My focus within the collaborative part of the work consist of a research about the
social and political situation of Switzerland. The research is part of the chapter
‘Context of Swiss architects’. Throughout the chapter, themes such as urban-,
geographical-, economical-, political-, and social context are discussed. Exploring
these different themes we will show examples of practice and look at how architects
respond to the examples in the form of their architecture, their ideologies or their
teaching methods. What drives Swiss architects and which contextual facts, such as
rising medialisation and the increasingly stringent building regulations, encourage
them to think differently? Finally, the chapter proposes topics which are relevant today
and could function as a practical background to understand the motives of Swiss
architects.
The individual work
The personal work consists of an in-depth interview and a study about a Swiss
architect. I took Valentin Bearth as my teacher and analysed his projects, methods, and
ideologies which were used to distil a set of rules to design a new faculty building for
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the school of architecture at Mendrisio.
Three central themes have emerged from the in-dept interview with Valentin Bearth.
These themes are lessons he learned during his career, which are; learn from old
buildings, design your own window frame, and explore the idea of a concept of
architectural space.
During this process I try to find an answer to the related research question: How does
Valentin Bearth relate his architecture to its surroundings?
The research question is part of the researched projects of Bearth. However, the three
themes remain of central importance and form the base of the design process.
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1. The remaking of spaces
Exhibition at the Dutch Design Week, Eindhoven 2015

As part of our early research we recreated spaces of the work of Swiss architects. This
act of reconstructing is as a means of close reading a room or a building. Prioritize the
atmospheric qualities of buildings and spaces as well as the act of construction, this
exercise brings those aspects together. This way of learning is used and carried out
as an exercise by several architects at the ETH (Zurich) and AAM (Mendrisio). With our
group of sixteen people we performed this remaking of spaces on the work of wellknown Swiss architects. Finally we presented our work at the Dutch Design Week in
Eindhoven by means of large pictures placed with the related models. Fig. 2
Fig. 2 Dutch Design Exhibition
in Schellens Fabriek. Photo by
Valentijn Kerstens.

Before I made a choice on which architect to focus on during this graduation studio,
I considered a wide list of Swiss architects. The conceptual buildings of Christian
Kerez intrigued me in such a way that I wanted to learn and understand more about
his work. Christian Kerez was educated at the Swiss Institute of Technology in Zurich
and after he received a Masters in Architecture in 1988 he worked as a photographer.
This work, in turn, deeply influenced his architectural approach. His architecture has
often been linked to the rawness of concrete art and to the bareness of infrastructural
works of which he has an admitted fascination.
In a guest lecture of the UDK Monday (Universität der Künste Berlin), Christian Kerez
explains that he tries to make architecture that is not defined by the very delicate,

Fig. 3 Chapel in Oberrealta

Fig. 1 Photo of concrete model
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Fig. 4 Drawing of Chapel
Fig. 5 Shape of mould for the
window
Fig. 6 Shape of the mould made
from plywood planks
Fig. 7 Crucial opening of the
model
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elaborated detailing. In fact, he doesn’t like detailing. Everything, every part of a
building, is part of an entity and is in this way a consequence of a concept. A project
that reflects on this philosophy is maybe his first project, the chapel in Oberrealta. In
shape, the chapel resembles a simple, ordinary house, but being made out of only one
material, concrete. It is essentially a sculpture or an ordinary house, and therefore a
monument. It is for this aspect even called the icon of Swiss modernism1.

1 George Frank, 2009

The chapel has no architectural details: it has no gable, no gutters, no door, and no
window frames. The space inside the chapel precisely replicates its external concrete
and symbolic appearance. The interior is defined by a crack of light which is to narrow
to deliver a view of the valley. The width of the wall cannot be deduced from the
embrasure of the crack because of its special shape. The crack is formed as a funnel
shaped opening which opens towards the outside. This results in a very thin reveal
which is hardly visible from the inside. Fig. 7
The new chapel covers an old ruin like a protective vessel cast in stone. Another
chapel once crowned this distinctive location. Its foundations frame the floor of the
new building. The old stone walls were cut off and filled with concrete. Between the
floor of the old ruin and the new concrete chapel is a small gap which lead to a line of
shadow which softly creates a distance between the old and the new.
Further images are about the process making.
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2.1. Introduction of the architect
Valentin Bearth (Bearth & Deplazes Architects)

My personal interest to learn about building probably started when my father was
repeatedly extending our house in order to provide enough space to support our
growing family. Many hours I stood next to him watching and handing him tools while
he was constructing the timber framework. The curiosity and the interest in making
things oneself is possibly the origin of my enthusiasm in designing buildings.
Later, as part of my bachelor study in building engineering and architectural design,
I followed an internship at Onix architects in Groningen. Their buildings with strong
personalities and the great attention to traditions, craftsmanship, sustainable, and
pure materials fascinated me. This is, in a way, the same fascination I have for the
Fig. 8 Begin of construction
house in Hardenberg, 1995

work of Bearth & Deplazes.
The first time I was introduced to the work of Bearth and Deplazes was the moment
I received the book ‘Constructing Architecture’. It was a gift from the company after
fulfilling my internship. Although this book contains an enormous collection of
interesting analysed projects and building elements completed by the studio of Andrea
Deplazes at the ETH, I did not know so much about his companion Valentin Bearth.
Valentin Bearth graduated in 1983 under Dolf Schnebli, while Andrea Deplazes
studied under Fabio Reinhart, graduating in 1988. Peter Zumthor was one of the co-
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examiners for Bearth’s thesis project. Later, Bearth worked for Zumthor at his office
in Haldenstein for four years. At the time, in Zumthor’s studio, atmosphere images
were not the focus. What motivated these architects was the new activism in the
preservation of historic monuments in Grison. They were interested in reforms being
introduced in the region to prevent the destruction of the villages. This was the field in
which Zumthor produced new solutions like the study of Vicosoprano1. Bearth worked
on several refurbishments of old buildings and was later the project manager of the
Saint Benedict Chapel in Sumvitg, one of the most important projects Zumthor later
became well known for.
The office of Bearth & Deplazes Architekten was founded in 1988 and sets key accents
in contemporary Swiss architecture. The partners Valentin Bearth, Andrea Deplazes
and Daniel Ladner have developed an independent oeuvre within the charged field
of typological studies and traditional as well as contemporary building practices in
Graubünden.
Recent projects are the new headquarters for the insurance firm ÖKK in Landquart,
with its white, exposed concrete facade opening in large arches, and the impressive
roof construction of the court room of the Federal Criminal Court in Bellinzona. The
Monte Rosa Hut in Zermatt however, a joint-project of ETH Zurich’s Department of
Architecture and Bearth & Deplazes Architekten, can be seen as the combination of the
different axes of their work: research by design, technically complex structures, and
building methods as well as innovating spatial quality.
The following interview with Valentin Bearth was done to find out about his particular
interest, ideologies, and methods used during his design process. This in-depth
interview and study about a Swiss architect is also related to our collaborative
research. As an apprentice I took Valentin Bearth as my teacher and analysed his
work, ideologies, and methods which are used to distil a set of rules to design a new
faculty building for the school of architecture at Mendrisio.
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1 Research about the urban
planning of Vicosoprano, later
mentioned in the interview with
Bearth
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2.2. An interview with Valentin Bearth
By Reni Bouwhuis, Jing Cui, Katarzyna Gołuszka and Michał Załuski
18th November 2015, Chur, Switzerland
Edited by Reni Bouwhuis and Oliver Myers

First we would like to know something about your own design studio. If we are
correct, you also have a studio in Zurich? Is that the place where Andrea Deplazes
and Daniel Ladner work?
Here in Chur is our main studio. We started in 1988. Two years later, probably in 1990,
Daniel Ladner joined us. We also founded a studio in Zurich a couple of years ago.
However we always work together. It is not so that one is responsible for the studio
in Zurich and another for the one here. In our way of working it is important that each
one of us is informed about what happens in a project. This is why we have a meeting
every week on Monday. Monday is a set day when we start off the week and we talk
about our projects all together. Andrea Deplazes teaches at the ETH (Eidgenössische
Technische Hochschule, in Zurich) and I am teaching at AAM (Accademia di
Architettura di Mendrisio) on the other side of the Alps. In this way we occupy two
sides of the Alps: one to the north of the Alps and the other to the south of the Alps.
There was a time when we both were deans for four years of the two schools. You
could say that two-third of the Swiss students were directed by us at that time. It was
not planned this way, but it happened.

Fig. 9 Left: Entrance of
Gewerbepark, Wiesentalstrasse
7, Chur, Switzerland. (Office
Bearth & Deplazes)

Did you manage to combine your professional practice and teaching at that time?
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We have been teaching since 2000, so more or less fifteen years. Being a dean was a
special situation but that was only for four years. So I had my studio, I was the dean,
and I also had the office. That was more or less four years ago. But in Switzerland
you teach on the one side and you work on the other side. You have to have an office
in Switzerland to teach about architecture. This is a rule and it has worked very well
since the ETH was founded. The idea is that you have to have a connection with the
field. In Italy it is different. In Germany also a lot professors do not have their own
offices. But at ETH, EPFL (École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne) and also at AAM
it is a standard. And this is a standard what applies to all the schools in Switzerland.
If you are making a research on Swiss architecture this is an important thing to know,
because then architects are always up to date with the architecture practice and they
are not only closed in the academic world but there is a connection between these two
worlds. And there should be one. In Holland it is probably more or less similar?
Some professors do have their own practice but it is not a requirement.
And here it is a requirement. Andrea and I teach about two days a week. Andrea
teaches two days in Zurich and I teach two days in Mendrisio each week. And Daniel
manages the office whilst we are away.
How many people now work in the office?
More or less twenty and then always between two and three interns. Two interns in
this office, and one in Zurich.
How did you become a teacher at AAM? Was it your choice to become a teacher or
were you offered a position as a teacher?
In the end it was my choice. The AAM is a relatively new school. It was founded
in 1996. Mario Botta founded the school with Aurelio Galfetti. They invited young
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architectects, for example Peter Zumthor. Peter Zumthor together with a Greek
architect called Galfetti started this school with approximately 100 students. Four
years later the school grew and they needed more teachers. This is when I was invited
by Peter Zumthor to work there for a semester. I knew him because I worked in his
office for four years. I worked at AAM for half a year and it worked out very well. As
they needed more professors I had to write an application in a formal way to become a
professor in Switzerland. The AAM is not a polytechnic but a university. It is a faculty of
the Università della Svizzera Italiana.
Is it different to become a professor at the university than at the polytechnic?
Formally it is the same. There are a lot of colleagues who also want to apply, so you
have to win a competition. I made it together with Valerio Olgiati and we both won, so
we started together. The difference is that the polytechnic is connected directly to the
Federation. This is the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule- ETH. Eidgenössische
means federal so it makes: Federal Technical School of Switzerland. The universities
are related to the cantons: canton Graubünden and canton Ticino. This is where the
money comes from. We have the exchange system in Switzerland. You can start at the
ETH and later go to the AAM. In Switzerland we have three schools of architecture on
university level: Zurich, Lausanne and Mendrisio. All with a different curriculum. Both
ETH and EPFL are technical schools and the idea of AAM was that the curriculum is
a little bit different. Academic. This is why it is the Academia di Architettura, not the
technical school. Therefore there are humanistic topics1. The curriculum is different. It
is not so technical, because we do not have right infrastructure for this, i.e. machinery.
There was also the idea that Switzerland didn’t want to found a third technical school,
but to have an alternative of a different way of teaching architecture. A huge difference
is also to be found in the fields of the research. It is clear that in Switzerland we have
three main languages. In Zurich they speak German, in Lausanne they speak French
and in Mendrisio they speak Italian. So the language is an important factor for people
to choose to which school they want to go.
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1 The theoretical courses of the
AAM fall into four subject areas:
Theory of Art and Architecture
(which comprises history of art
and architecture, philosophy and
theory of restoration), Culture of
the Territory (comprising urban
planning and sociology, urban
economics and geography),
Construction and Technology
(comprising construction
techniques, materials, equipment,
and building envelopes),
Structures and Exact Sciences
(comprising mathematics and
computer studies).
Source: Plan of Studies 2015/16.
Università della Svizzera italiana.
Accademia di architettura. p.15.

Are the design studios at AAM only in Italian? Or are they also offered in English?
Both. At the AAM the Italian language is the main language. Then there are English
courses, theoretical and the design ateliers as well. Today the ETH is German and
English too. Let’s take Adam Caruso for example. Today there is increasingly more
English within the school. But it is changing more and more to English. The idea is that
the language is important. It is a kind of Swiss convention that you try to speak the
language in the different parts of the country. And the fourth language is Romansch,
it is spoken here in Graubünden. I am a Romansch. One of the last fifty thousands
Romansch’s. This is a Roman language. It is not Italian, but is a Latin language.

What do you think of the trend that more foreign professors are coming to the Swiss
universities? Do you find it beneficial or would you prefer the Swiss education to stay
in Swiss hands?
No, I think that the concept that professors from abroad come to Switzerland is very
important. In Mendrisio it was a kind of statement, as it is a small place. We founded
a new university and then the faculty of architecture. Back then it was very important
that this school started with an international appeal, to have potential, so that the
people will come to study here. It was Mario Botta who had a lot of connections
and this is why for example Kenneth Frampton also started teaching there. In the
beginning, and this is interesting, if you are looking at the people who started there
with teaching, not only with ateliers but also in theory, there were many ‘schools
within a school’. This was incredible. It was an important decision to have valuable
relations with other countries, not just a priori with the countries, but moreover it
was important to search for the best people qualified for the job. Hence the school
started with 100 students. Now we have 850 students and we decided not to grow
bigger. It is because we want to have a size that is not too big. It is a question of
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management and the fact that it is difficult to find so many good professors. Therefore
we decided two years ago to begin with admission tests, so that now we have around
800 students. An interesting thing about Switzerland is that, not only in architecture
fields, we need people from the outside as it is a small country. This is why all of the
Swiss universities are full of German people and it has been so since the ETH was
founded 150 years ago. This is the concept that we have to bring the best brains to
Switzerland and I would say that this is a factor of success. For me personally it was
very interesting to teach at AAM and to have new colleagues from other countries.
Does your work also benefit from that?
Yes, absolutely. We do not know exactly how it works. There are the Mateus brothers
(Manuel Aires Mateus, Francisco Aires Mateus) from Lisbon. And we also have
connections with Alvaro Siza and other people from Spain. This is what we need as
architects. We have to be curious, and we also have to be open to the world. This is a
specialty of AAM.We are a very small school, we do not have many teachers and the
professors are only at school two days in a week. We talk together, we eat out together,
and this is also very important.
However you don’t do many projects outside of Switzerland. It is maybe, that you
want Switzerland to gain influences from abroad, but you yourself don’t want to
design abroad?
Not so much. The projects come to architects and not the opposite way. However
we do participate in a lot of competitions abroad. Two years ago we finished a small
bar and exhibition in Milano. In fact two weeks age we finished a competition where
we were invited and we hope to win it and go to Hamburg. On the one hand we
have enough projects to do in Switzerland but if we would have the opportunity and
someone would offer us to build something in London than we would accept.
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Would you like to build in Asia?
No, not in Asia. We have no interest in working there. We know that some colleagues
try to have connections in Asia. But we cannot have everything. We have an office, we
make projects, and we teach and we are not interested in growing to have 40 or 50 or
60 employees. 15 to 25 employees works well for us. I would say that doing projects
in Asia is a completely different job for an architect. If there isn’t a special request and
you do not know the environment and there are no people who say: ‘Yes, I want to build
with you’ then you don’t do it. It is not that we are not interested in building there at all,
we just don’t want to participate in uninvited competitions there. The fact that we did
not participate in so many competitions in other countries is probably a reason why
we are not so much present in Europe. For the moment there is enough work here.
What is more there is also the reason of different building conditions. As you know
in Switzerland we have really good conditions to build. We have experience here and
we have a structure of people that we know that are able to work. However, Peter
Zumthor builds all over the world. If we had the possibility, then we would do it. But we
don’t have that intention at the moment.
PETER ZUMTHOR
Now that you have mentioned Peter Zumthor, we were wondering how you actually
started at his office?
It is a nice story. I started studying in Zurich and then I received a ‘free’ diploma.
‘Free’ means that I could choose the topic. To do this I needed an expert from outside
the university to tutor me. My topic was the planning of Tiefencastel, in Graubunden.
It is the village where I was born. The question was: how to extend this village? I
was looking for a person who also dealt with this theme. This is when I found Studio
Vicosoprano. It was the title of a small booklet made by Peter Zumthor. I did not know
this person but the booklet was interesting. I decided to call the author and this is
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when I met Peter Zumthor.
Could you explain what was interesting about this booklet?
In the 60s and 70s in Grisons, there was a huge development and it caused a fight
between the ‘Westerners’, who wanted to build all over in this landscape, and there
were people who said: ‘No, you have to define the periphery, the villages and the
country.’ The theories of Luigi Snozzi and Aldo Rossi were important to Peter Zumthor
in this field. He made a study of Vicosoprano, trying to answer the question: how to
extend this village? It was in a way similar to how Luigi Snozzi made his proposal for
the extension of a village in Ticino called Monte Carasso. This was more or less what I
intended as a student to make for my Master degree. I met Peter Zumthor and asked
him if he was interested to come to Zurich to be my tutor. I started my graduation with
Dolf Schnebli and he is a very important person in this field. He taught Märkli, Diener,
and Herzog de Meuron. He was a promoter of open competitions in Switzerland.
Is it correct that if you are a young graduated architect you have a greater change to

Fig. 10 ETH, Zurich 1880

enter the architectural field by doing competitions?
Young architecture offices in Switzerland have to start with competitions. However,
thanks to the work of Dolf Schnebli the competition culture has changed. Out of 15
people that are invited to take part in a competition, 2 or 3 have to be young architects
without experience. The tradition of organizing competitions in Switzerland is very
old and started in 1847, when the Swiss Confederations was founded. There was this
concept that Switzerland has to express the idea of the State, that Switzerland is a
republic. This should be expressed through architecture. The best architects were
invited at that time to build in Switzerland. A good example is the building of the ETH
which was designed by Gottfried Semper. The tradition of inviting the best architects
lasts till today. There is the SIA (The Swiss Society of Engineers and Architects)2. This
organization is also very important. They represent architects and engineers in the
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2 The Swiss Society of
Engineers and Architects
(SIA) is Switzerland’s leading
professional association for
construction, technology and
environment specialists. The
SIA and its members stand
for quality and expertise in
architecture and construction.
The SIA is well known for its
important work on standards. It
develops, updates and publishes
numerous standards, regulations,
guidelines, recommendations
and documentation, which are
of vital importance for the Swiss
construction industry.

political field of Switzerland. They organise all the things you need in the offices such
as the laws, the norms, the competitions and norms for the competitions.
Is the organization represented by Swiss practicing architects?
Yes, for example Andrea Deplazes is in the steering committee and Valerio Olgiati as
well. This is the way we can influence how architecture is present in every day life. It is
very pragmatic, but very important to determine for example how architects are paid.
This is why we have a standard that there is a level for paying the architects. You have
to define this in a political way, so if people are hiring an architect,they know that there
is a minimal tariff. In all of Europe the reward for the architects is under pressure and
we try to protect it.
Fig. 11

Zumthor’s Office 1985

So, this is one of the many aspects the Swiss do to preserve a high standard quality
in architecture.
Yes this is very important, and that is also why you have to stay in contact with each
other.
But back to Peter Zumthor: I received my diploma for my master. It was successful
and I got to know him and he was nice. He had a small office with two employees in
Haldenstein. But at the time I finished my master he did not have enough work for me
to let me join the office. So I have been working for one year in another office first,
here in Chur, and then, one year after, Zumthor won a competition for a school in
Churwalden, and so I started there. And I worked there for more or less four years.
Fig. 12

School in Churwalden

Did you work on this school in Churwalden?
Yes, in the beginning I elaborated some things on this school. They had already
started the project and I made some plans for the school. Jurg Conzett, one of the
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best engineers in Switzerland, worked for Peter Zumthor too and he did most of the
work for this school. Subsequently I worked on various refurbishments, for instance
small refurbishments of churches in Graubunden. But also building extensions. Then
I worked on the shelter for the Roman ruins in Chur. Meanwhile I was working on the
atelier building in Haldenstein and finally I worked on the chapel of Saint Benedict

Fig. 13 Shelters for Roman
Archaeological Site, Chur

in the village of Sumvitg, Graubünden. I was the project manager there. But this was
in my last year when we elaborated this project. Eventually, I stopped working there
because they needed more money. And after four years of working there, I wanted to
make a change. Finally when the project was finished a year later I came back and I
was the first who got married in this chapel.
Oh really? So the chapel was the place at the end of the Zumthor-period and it was
the beginning of something new, your marriage.
It is a small story, but it is nice. When we worked on this competition we worked
together till 4 or 5 o’clock in the morning. Not to mention that Peter Zumthor would
be the “last man to fall under the table”. It was very hard, but I said to him: ‘Look
Peter, if we win this competition then I will get married there!’. And that is exactly
what happened. And till today there are hundreds of couples who get married there.
Additionally, the story of the chapel is also interesting because it started with this
shape of an ellipse and finally it became a kind of a tear form. And in the beginning

Fig. 14 Saint Benedict Chapel ,
Sumvitg

we did not even know that for a moment it was also a kind of stomach shape. Jung
Conzett was the engineer and he had to make the construction. However, we did not
know exactly how but then he said:”Oh it is a nice form. I can also establish it in a
geometrical way”. He disappeared for one day and then he came back and said:”Now I
know what it is; It is a Lemniscate”. Lemniscate is the symbol of infinity, like the Möbius
strip. And half of that is the Lemniscate. And then it worked and we went to the client,
the Benedictines from Disentis. They looked at our drawings and said: “Ah, that is
incredible. This is the archaic Christian sign.” Therefore, they felt extremely connected
to it. Meanwhile, I lived together with a musician and I told him this story that we
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were preparing to build this church. Then he showed me a book about the history of
a mandolin. There you saw that this shape was a former mandolin shape. We thought
this room would probably have good acoustics. And it was really the case. And when I
got married, my two sisters played the violin and it was fantastic!
Actually, 10 years later you built a house in Sumvitg. You used a similar cladding,
right?
Yes, exactly. If you want this forced logical influence. I built this house for my brother.
And I know it was related to wood constructions and it was a kind of experience to say
that first we have this chapel in wood and now we try to build a house in wood. We
cladded it in the same way, because we knew that it worked well. Without the chapel,
the house would have probably had a different shape.
Fig. 15 Private house (BearthCandinas), Sumvitg,1998

So this is a way of learning, we could say?
I was taught by a lot of important teachers. At the ETH it was Dolf Schnebli, Alberto
Camenzind, and other people who were important. Afterwards, Peter Zumthor was
clearly important, because I came to him from the ETH without an idea how to build.
I started there, knowing that each thing that you wanted to do is able to be built. This
was also a lesson for Peter Zumthor, because he was a former carpenter. He said if
you want to make a nice window, you have to design it. You do not have to go through
a catalogue and take the windows they presented to you but you have to design it.
That was one of the lessons. And the other was that Peter Zumthor worked here in the
canton Graubünden and made a lot of historic research and research of the traditional
architecture. In the Valley of Surselva, when I worked for Zumthor’s office, I built two or
three buildings and made refurbishments. Then I learned to appreciate the traditional
architecture. Because it was important at this time in his office to understand this
traditional architecture. To understand not only formally, but what is behind the
typology, the way how buildings are built.
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And then we founded the ‘Schweizerischer Werkbund’. Peter Zumthor was the
chairman of this Werkbund. We made several lectures and expositions about
traditional architecture .We talked about subjects like what is ‘Heimat’, what it
means to live in a homely environment, and all these things that were important and
implemented in his work. When he gave up being the chairman I was his replacement.
This was the time when there were a lot of interesting young architects in Switzerland.
There were, for example, Herzog & de Meuron, and I invited them to give lectures
here in Grisons.I also invited Marques, Zurkirchen, and other interesting people. My
idea was to invite both young and old architects, like Rudolf Olgiati for example. I also
invited Haller, who makes the metal furniture. All to take part in a series of lectures.
Initially we started with a public discussions. It was at the time that the office of Peter
Zumthor was at the size of five employees. At first I gave these lectures together
with Zumthor and in this way I learned from him. Each person who gave a lecture
started from the design to the realization. These lectures were an important activity
for Zumthor as he was very interested to know what other people made. He was for
instance very interested in what Herzog & de Meuron made.
Maybe it was because he did not study at the ETH and he wanted to get to know them.
Exactly. He absorbed all that came form the outside. He was very good at this. For
example, with the competition in Vals. In the beginning it was completely different
from what it turned out to be ten years later. But we designed it, we won this project
and I know I made this small drawing of putting a plan in the bath of Vals. So we had
to bring something new to Vals. And this project had a lot of transformations. First
it was a modernistic project. Then for two years it was a kind of Gehry project. The
whole office had to buy curved rulers, because we had to draw curves. Zumthor was
fascinated by Frank Gehry, besides it was the beginning of Frank Gehry. So this bath
became a kind of animal. But that was the moment when I left the office.
That means that his design process is very long and it can change so dramatically?
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Absolutely. If you are asking what I have learned from him is to be curious about what
is happening outside. Because in architecture all things have already been invented,
you have to find these things and then you have to transform them in a way they
make sense. I would say the lesson was: if you want to make something, this table
for example, then you can do it. But you have to have knowledge. It is not enough to
say:‘we are designers, we can do it’. You have to have a knowledge how to design plans
on scale 1:1 and know how things are made, so you have to learn it. And I learnt it by
doing it, by realizing projects and then talking to carpenters, talking about how are
things made and how you can do things the right way. That means that architects have
to have this knowledge. And finally it is that what I teach my students today. On the one
side we design and behind the design there is this knowledge how it should be built. If
not, and this is what happens in a lot of American universities, where people are flying
over the moon and making incredible designs, virtual designs and computer images.
Your designs are made of many different materials. For example brick in the Artist
House in Marktoberdorf. Is it your approach that you want to talk with the people who
are experts in dealing with a particular material?
This is one thing that enriches our profession, because you learn a lot of things. For
example: if you play piano, you are not only playing on one octave. You can play with
all the keys of the piano and this is interesting. And finally we want to concretize the
work. It is not an abstract work. And this is why Peter Märkli was important to us
when we started our office. We looked at what he had made in Sargans and we were
interested in his first building, the museum of Hans Josephson. Because he was also
strongly related to making things, he was a ‘Handwerker’, a craftsman. On the other
hand he is a thinker. He is interested in the theoretic part and the Roman and the
Greek history. And this is the connection with Rudolf Olgiati. Rudolf Olgiati was also
interested in the Greek traditions. The lesson was:‘We are not inventing things’. In
architecture you have the history and the future and we are in between. We have to
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learn from history but not in a post-modern way. This is probably the difference.
In a lot of his interviews he said that he basically does not work in the present, he
only takes from the past and then he transforms it into the future in his designs. He
is only at the present when he is at the university, when he is giving the lectures and
apart from that he lives in the past, researching.
Yes, and then he learned from that and transformed it. You know, there are different
ways how to design architecture. You can start from different point of views. In the end,
this aspect is also very important in our work. It is different from Peter Märkli’s, but
we are connected together in a way. This is probably one of the interesting things why
Swiss architecture has some particular presence. Switzerland is a small country and
you know people. You know them not only from a book, but you know them personally.
You talk together, you look at what they are doing and you think: ‘This is interesting, I
could learn from that.’ In competitions you also compete with them, so on the one hand
it is a competition and on the other hand there is respect and interest in what other
people do.
It is interesting how you have this respect for each other, while you also have to
compete with each other in competitions.
Yes, both. We can be enemies because each one of us wants to win the competition.
With Quintus Miller, he also teaches in Mendrisio, we participate in competitions
against each other, one is in the jury and two others are working on the competition
entries and then a week later we have to live together. So it is important that the
respect for the other person is there.
I already hear a lot of influences and interests. Could you define the most influential
things for your own work?
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In the end it has to do with the place we live in. Here the landscape is very present and
a huge part of our projects are situated in beautiful landscapes. And more and more
I find out that the landscape is not a kind of panorama, but that the landscape is an
incredible space with a monumentality. But this space is a contradiction of working on
a plain landscape. For example: in the north of Germany or in The Netherlands it is flat.
That means when your are building on a flat landscape you have to build your space,
because the space around is endless. The space has no limits. You have to define it.
3

1710, “from cause to effect”
(a logical term, in reference to
reasoning), Latin, literally “from
what comes first,” from priori,
ablative of prior “first” (see
prior (adj.)). Used loosely for
“in accordance with previous
knowledge” (1834).

Here you have a definition a priori3. This definition is extremely interesting because I
think that this is a kind of archaic feeling of human to space. Because ‘What is space?’.
When I started as a student our teachers talked about the space, that it is the most
important thing in architecture. The space is this and space is that. But what is it?
And there are a lot of definitions of the space. You can see it in a Japanese tradition:
the difference between inside and outside, and the definition of the wall.(Voorbeeld
toevoegen?) I am very interested in these questions because I think this is the core of
architecture. What does space mean for humans? I learned this through the way the
artists represented our landscape. For example: Kirchner or Giacometti(afbeelding?),
both in very different ways. Once again it is not about making a picture in a panorama,
but it is about what is behind the space. I can explain it through the work of Giacometti.
Giacometti grew up in a small valley in Val Bregaglia4. Val Bregaglia is a very deep
valley. It is incredibly spatially defined. His drawings since the beginning were
influenced by this environment, by this strong space. And then as a young artist he

Fig. 16 Alberto Giacometti Kirche San Giorgio, Borgonovo
(Bergell)

went to Paris. He came to Paris, which is flat. This horizontal landscape is the opposite
of the verticality of the landscape in Val Bregaglia. But Paris, in 1922, was built through
houses, the long corridors by Haussmann. I can imagine when Giacometti came to
Paris that he was probably incredibly impressed about this feeling of space. The
opposite from his experience. Finally, in his work you can see how he started to invent

4 Val Bregaglia (German:
das Bergell) is a deep valley in
Graubünden in the Swiss alps.

these kind of persons, who were small and high. He was extremely interested in this
relation between human and space. Interested in what happens in a physical way
but most importantly in a spiritual way. What does it really mean for the existence of
humans? This was also extremely interesting for me.
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Now back to the projects here. I learned that if you build in this country, in this
landscape, you are not only building an object, but you are building an object that is
related to this landscape. I can now profit from this huge space, that my house is a
part of. That a small house could be bigger in terms of how do you feel in this space.
This is also one of my interests. I wrote a book about my in Mendrisio, it is called
‘Microcosmi’. It is also about this thing of space, which is my interest.
Yes I just received the book. If I am right Microcosmi is about a research about

Fig. 17 Alberto Giacometti
l’Homme qui marche II - 1960
visited at Kröller-Müller Museum
April, 17, 2016

architecture & dwelling.
Yes, exactly. But it is not just about living in a house. Yes, I am teaching about dwelling
in Mendrisio, but finally it is the relationship of landscape and architecture. The thing
is that I talk about landscape and landscape is nature, and a lot of our projects are
here in this landscape. Some colleagues say: ‘you are an expert in building in the Alps.’
And I say no, it is not our only interest, we also build in the city. There is no difference
to building in the alps. You know how to build in the alps, because you know about
topography, you know the climate and all these things, but this is too short thinking.
Because you can then transform it and bring in the city and say: ‘The city is also a
kind of landscape.’ This is my lecture about Giacometti. He came from this valley,
came to the city and felt this strong presence of space which is horizontal there. That
means, when we are building in cities we can reproduce the space, for example in
a monumental way, to make axes, like in Baroque. What in the end is a lesson from
Baroque. Finally, cities are always more and more smaller than this landscape here,
but the method is the same and this is interesting.

Fig. 18 Book: Microcosmi
- Atelier Bearth. Mendrisio
Academy Press

In Microcosmi you can see that I work with both these realities. The first semester
we work on a small project in a landscape and then we go to the second semester
where we design a project in the city. But working in the city is another aspect that is
important. First you have the landscape and this is the nature and then you have the
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5 artifact (n.)1821, artefact,
“anything made by human art,”
from Italian artefatto, from Latin
arte “by skill” (ablative of ars
“art;” see art (n.)) + factum “thing
made,” from facere “to make,
do” (see factitious). The spelling
with -i- is by 1884, by influence
of the Latin stem. Archaeological
application dates from 1890.

artificial world. A small house in a landscape is a kind of artifact 5. Then you go into
the city. The city is, in a way, the most complex artifact that humans have invented. It is
not really an artifact, but the city is extremely complex. It is complex in different ways,
for instance the complexity of culture. You can build where there is no society but only
glaciers, and build the Monte Rosa (afbeelding Monte Rosa hut) hut. By way of contrast,
the city has a culture, and I am very interested in culture.
Now back to canton Graubünden and to Rudolf Olgiati. Canton Graubünden is, in
architectural and environmental terms, a stratification of a lot of cultures that have
made an imprint. Graubünden is between the north and south of Switzerland, so
there are a lot of connections here. People who have passed over the mountains
and stayed here to set up families, brought a lot of different cultures here. The
German, and French culture but also the old Latin culture: Romansch. Throughout the
centuries there were a lot of influences from the outside here because Graubünden
was originally a natural region and not really populated. When it started to become
populated, it was by people who came from the outside. Now this region is full of
traces of people coming from the South, but also from the North. The two typical
building constructions: the massive building construction is coming from the South
and the wood construction from the North. Beautiful churches came from different
times but also different cultures. We grew up in this environment. It is a part of my
identity. But, on the other hand it is important to be connected with the world. It
is a huge issue in Europe. ‘What is Europe?’. It is not just a financial union, but the
importance is that it has an identity, a culture.
Back to my interests. I like to deal with these different cultures. This is probably a
reason why my projects are different. The school in Vella is different from the school
we built here in Chur. We also try to research which ingredients could help to make
the project. It is not a scientific research, architects have to make decisions what to
transform into a design.
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So you could say that you have personal interests and that your architecture really
derives from a social context. And this makes the architecture strongly related to a
particular place.
Yes, it is out of a place, but not in the terms of context, but more what is behind
this context. This is one thing and there is the synthesis coming from the outside,
completely independent from the context. For example: Monte Rosa, formally had
Fig. 19 Handbook: Constructing
Architecture. Materials,
processes, structures - Andrea
Deplazes, Birkhäuser

no context. There was the climate, the topography, but there were no possibilities to
interact with the existing building tissue.
Now that we talk about the Monte Rosa project, could you say that Deplazes has
different interests?
Yes, of course. He is interested in construction. He wrote this ‘bible’: ‘Constructing
Architecture’. In Zurich he studied with the Analogen, with Sik. This was the opposite of
the modernistic teachings of Schnebli. (leg uit in nabespreking)
We would now like to ask you for some advise: We will be designing a project in

Fig. 20 Monte Rosa Hut,
Zermatt

Ticino. This is a completely different environment to what we are used to. We have
different backgrounds. Reni is from the Netherlands, Jing is from China, and me and
Michal are from Poland. Do you think we could use our experiences, of our different
background ‘spaces’, in Ticino?
I know that your design studio elaborated a project in the Netherlands, I wonder, how
did you help your students to respond to this particular ‘new’ location.
It is one of my methods to go to and experience different places in Europe. When
you are go to other places, you have to deal with these places in a way. For instance,

Fig. 21 Interior Monte Rosa Hut,
Zermatt

with this studio we practically had three days: we visited museums, architecture, we
went to Amsterdam. The idea behind it is to open the minds of the students. To open
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them to see that for example Croatia is very different to The Netherlands. Finally it
depends were you are design the building. You have other conditions if you build in
the city or if you build on an island. How do we help students? The students go to the
libraries and make research about what happened there. Finally they have to work
on a specific place, and then with their own experience they have to react and try
to design the project. My team of assistants help the students during this process.
We went also to Genova where we studied typologies of huge villas. You have those
villas in many places, but they were studying about what is the specific thing about
the Genova. It is also in a way in our profession, that we can come from the outside
and we can design a building and say: ‘I am not interested what happens.’ I think it is
a way that you can do it. Palladio invented his ideal villa. He had an abstract idea, but
he adapted it to the place. I think it is both. I had this discussion with Valerio Olgiati,
he said:’I am independent.’ You can design with this approach. But finally, also in the
projects of Valerio Olgiati, if you look at them precisely, they are not that independent
from their place, they relate to the place. The first competition he won, I was in the
jury. It was the competition for the school in Paspels. I invited him for this competition.
He came back from the USA and he asked me: ‘I have no work, what can I do?’. I said:
‘We are preparing for a competition. Would you like to participate?’. He said: ‘Yes, yes of
course!’. Then he won competition.
This is a nice story. I did’t know this.
There are a lot of stories. And behind these stories are a lot of interesting people.
And Switzerland is a particularly rich and interesting one in terms of stories.
Yes, it is because it is small and a lot of people studied in Zurich. From here (in Chur) to
Zurich is just an hour traveling.When there is an interesting lecture in Zurich, I take the
train and go there. This makes it easier to get to know new people and stay in contact
with each other.
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Fig. 22

Valentin Bearth
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2.3. Lessons of Valentin Bearth

During the interview with Bearth, he summed up three main lessons of what he
learned during his career. The first lesson is to learn from historical buildings. The
second is to learn the craftsmanship of the architect through the work of Peter
Zumthor. The last is his strong interest in the relation between landscape and
architecture. For Bearth’s graduation, led by professor Dolf Schnebli, he was free to
choose his own subject. Bearth was interested in the urban planning of his own birth
town Tiefencastel and the further developments about the growth of the town. He then
found the booklet of a similar study of Vicosoprano by Peter Zumthor. He called up
Zumthor, who was not a famous architect at the time, and asked him to be his tutor.
Learning from old buildings
A year after his graduation he started working for Peter Zumthor. At that point in time,
Zumthor worked on the research and renovation of old buildings in Graubünden.
While working on these refurbishments and researching old churches, Bearth learned
to appreciate traditional architecture. He learned to understand these buildings and
the way in which these buildings were made.
The floor-heating of the Artist’s Atelier Marktoberdorf, designed by Bearth & Deplazes
15 years later, could be seen as an example of reusing a building tradition. Bearth said
during the interview; “In architecture all things are already invented, you have to find
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Fig. 23 Zumthor’s Office 1985

the things and then you have to transform it.”
What knowledge do you need to transform an old building tradition into a
contemporary building? How can I learn from old buildings? For example the old
buildings of the Academy in Mendrisio. We have, for example, already heard that the
climate in the old buildings was much more pleasant than in the new campus building
‘Palazzo Canavée’.
Craftsmanship
The last project Bearth worked on at Zumthor’s office was the Saint Benedict Chapel in
Sumvitg. There was great attention to detail and craftsmanship. Even the lamps were
custom designed and Bearth taught us the following lesson: “If you want to make a
nice window, you have to design it. You do not have to look into the catalogue and take
the windows they presented but you have to design it yourself.”
How do you start designing a custom building element? Which things do I need or
with whom do I need to talk to design for example a good window frame? We visited
the Teacher Learning Center, a school of Bearth & Deplazes, and I was amazed of the
engineering of this delicate flat facade when suddenly the sunshade appeared.
Bearth & Deplazes have already made a lot of buildings on very different and
interesting locations. But more and more Bearth found out that the landscape is not a
panorama. The landscape is a space, and this is an incredible space.
Bearth said: “there are already a lot of interesting definitions made about what space
is and what space does”. Although this space was so important for architecture, yet
he did not really understand it as a student. Then he explained about the work of
Giacometti. Who grew up in the valley of Bergell. A valley which is extremely deep and
spatially defined by its mountains. This was totally different to when Giacometti moved
to Paris, which is a flat city and built up by Haussmann, and it influenced his work.
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We can reproduce this space, or spacial feeling, in a much smaller way in a city. But
how can I reproduce this spatial feeling into a building? Can you describe a way, or a
set of rules in which you reproduce this spatiality into a building?
During my research I focussed on the specific lessons of Valentin Bearth which
created my attitude during the design process. My learning objectives related to the
research question are:
1: Learn from old buildings
2: Design your own window frame
3: Explore the idea of a concept of architectural space
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2.4. Projects of Valentin Bearth

Bearth-Candinas House and The Saint Benedict Chapel
Tracing references in the work of Bearth and Zumthor, I tried to discover what Bearth
had learned from Zumthor. One of the first clear analogies we see in the work of
Bearth and the work of Zumthor is the Bearth-Candinas House and the Saint Benedict
Chapel. Both buildings were built in Sumvitg and cladded with the same material. The
Bearth-Candinas House was built exactly ten years after Bearth started his own office
and was designed for his brother. The cladding of larch shingles used on the Saint
Benedict chapel was particularly suitable for bending along the curved facade.
The facade of the Bearth-Candinas House did not necessarily had to have the same
material, but the experience Bearth gained during the construction of the Chapel
was helpful to experiment with the typical curved corners. However, Bearth agrees
that without the Saint Benedict Chapel, the Bearth-House would probably have had a
different facade.

Fig. 24 Left: Saint Benedict
Chapel , Sumvitg
Fig. 25 Right: Bearth-Candinas
House
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Regular distance with
sandwich construction
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29

A deep cut and placing the
window inwards creates a
monolith look of the facade

Placing the window at the
outer layer of the facade
creates a flush surface. This
way shadows

voorbeeld: House in Flasch

voorbeeld: The
Willimann-Lötscher House in
Sevgein

30

Regular distance with
sandwich construction

Placing the window at the
outer layer of the facade
creates a flush surface. This
way shadows

voorbeeld: House in Flasch

voorbeeld: The
Willimann-Lötscher House in
Sevgein

voorbeeld: Olgiati window

Fig. 26 Demont house, Vella:
close to the school (later
demolished)
Fig. 27 School in Vella
Fig. 28 Different facade
openings
Fig. 29 Corridor lighted by sun
Fig. 30 Furniture with small
window frame
Fig. 31 Furniture with large
window frame
voorbeeld: School in Vella

voorbeeld: School in Vella

curved window frame
element provides seating
area

vergelijking trechterraam
Olgiati en Le Corbusier

convergente werking voor
het vangen van licht

lager windows in south
oriented facades make it
possible to capture sunlight

voorbeeld: School in Vella

voorbeeld: School in Vella

Fig. 33 Divergent window
delivers a solid character of the
facade and a wider view from
inside

curved window frame
element provides seating
area

vergelijking trechterraam
Olgiati en Le Corbusier

convergente werking voor
het vangen van licht

divergente werking voor het
uitzicht
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voorbeeld: House in Flasch

voorbee
Williman
Sevgein

voorbeeld: Olgiati window

Fig. 32 Use of solar radiation
in combination with ribbed ceiling

divergente werking voor het
uitzicht
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A deep cut and placing the
window inwards creates a
monolith look of the facade

lager windows in south
oriented facades make it voorbeeld: School in Vella
possible to capture sunlight
curved window frame
element provides seating
area

voorbee

voorbeeld: School in Vella

Fig. 34 Interior frame functions
as a piece of furniture

vergelijking trechterraam
Olgiati en Le Corbusier

convergente werking voor
het vangen van licht
divergente werking voor het
uitzicht

The School in Vella (1994-1998)
This school extension was built in Vella, a linear village in the canton of Graubünden.
The architects were inspired by the houses in the village. Their particular shape and
their quality of defining urban space was an inspiration for the school. “The school’s
facades have different physiognomies1, some are more clearly defined, like the west
facade with the two gables joined together like a single letter.” Although the building
2

has different facades and different volumes, the architect was able to reach a unity.
This was done by the restrained coloration and the integral use of material. The
window openings vary in size according to the need of daylight or solar radiation.
Yet, these windows do also contribute to the appearance of the unity. This family of
windows is illustrated in a drawing. Fig. 34
Within the building the window frame functions as a piece of furniture. The seating
arrangement and the window frame are made of the same material and are placed
like a folded object on the wall. Within this object is room for the different sized
windows. Retaining the same size of the ‘furniture’ creates a stronger coherence on
the interior view of the frames. The school in Vella is one of the projects of Bearth
& Deplazes which is often quoted for its energy concept. The school has no heating
technology whatsoever. It relies purely on solar radiation coming in through the

1 Physiognomy means
judgement on the basis of the
external, not on the basis of
the invisible contents. […] In
architecture physiognomy has
played a key role ever since the
interpretation of the Classical
Orders - the difference between
Doric, Ionic and Corinthian is
physiognomic, not tectonic; the
architect can give the same
column different (intended as
male of female) characteristics.
The English painter William
Hogarth (1967-1764) wrote in his
book The Analysis of Beauty that
simplicity, symmetry and order
may give us an “idea of fitness”
but without “variety” they can
never be a source of “pleasure”.
– Ákos Moravánszky - Constructs
p.105
2 Ákos Moravánszky Spacepieces p.33

windows and being stored in the solid floors, walls, and above all in the ceilings.
Joist-like concrete ribs improve the distribution of the mass and therefore the heat
absorption of the ceilings. To enable a maximum of sunlight to be reflected onto
the ceilings, deflecting louvre blinds are necessary on the inside of the windows.
Depending on the angle of the slats, this activates heat absorption in the ceilings and
also improves natural illumination to the back of the rooms, which in turn achieves
a significant reduction in the energy used for lighting. The concrete ribs support the
floor decks above and at the same time act as effective acoustic diffusers. These
ribbed ceilings are recognizable in other buildings in the area as they are similar to the
traditional beamed ceilings of houses in the Grisons.

Fig. 35 Family of windows
School in Vella
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The Willimann-Lötscher House, Sevgein (1997-1998)
A small open space on the edge of the village of Sevgein is the site for this house.
Starting at the carport next to the road, a narrow footpath leads down to the house
itself, showing beautiful views of Flims and Vorderrhein in the distance. With its
footprint which is kept as small as possible, this tower-like unit responds to the
peculiarity of the descending plot. Despite strict building regulations, which are
actually the same as in the village, the architects have tried to maintain the open
character of the plot.
View of the landscape

“According to the architects, although the house is a timber frame construction with
timber boarding, it was not their intention to emphasise the timber for its own sake” (Ákos Moravánszky, 2000).
1 Ákos Moravánszky Spacepieces p. 45

Moravánszky explains that the buildings seems to be homogeneous and even
monolithic. Despite that the word ‘monolith’ refers to stone, the varnished wood
cladding has a remarkable quality of heaviness.1
The short edge of the house appears as a tower which, thanks to its slender form,
does not interfere with the view of the landscape. However, the west facade appears
more as an orthogonal form. This effect results from the fact that the ground plan

Light and shade on the facade

is polygonal. The rib, which has an obtuse angle, divides the facade into two parts.
Thereby, the monolithic character is enhanced by the difference of light and shade.
Designed with a split-level floor arrangement, the lowest level follows the descending
terrain. Consequently, the slope down from the road to the entrance door continues
within the house in the stairs, which run down to the dining-room. The split level
permits visual links and helps to give the house a more spacious feeling. The living
room, which faces the valley in the north, is supplied with daylight from the south via
the gallery and the stairs.
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Fig. 36 The Willimann-Lötscher
House, Sevgein
Fig. 37 Site plan
source: Constructing Architecture
p. 430
Fig. 38 Section
source: Constructing Architecture
p. 431
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Two types of windows are used in this house: large glazing for the living room, running
from floor to ceiling and from wall to wall, and Velux roof windows. The Velux roof
windows are not only used in the roof but also in the facade. The choice of Velux
windows offer lower costs and allow ventilation regardless of the weather conditions.
The living room with its large window seems to be bigger than it actually is. The
frameless glazing seems to eliminate the physical seperation between inside and
outside.
A related quote from the interview to the previous description:
“I learned that if you build in this country, in this landscape, you are not only building
an object, but you are building an object that is related to this landscape. I can now
profit from this huge space, that my house is a part of. A small house could be bigger

Fig. 39 Living room with large
window. The frameless glazing
seems to eliminate the physical
separation.
source: Spacepieces p. 49
Fig. 40 Velux window
source: Constructing Architecture
p. 431

in terms of how you feel in this space.”

Meuli House, Fläsch (1997-1998)
In Fläsch, Bearth & Deplazes had the opportunity to build a small house for a family.
The village is situated near the main road from Graubünden to Zurich and is hidden
behind a forest. Therefore the village was never known by a great amount of tourists
who travel through this area. Andrea Deplazes describes the village of Fläsch as
an organic whole. All the architecture is dedicated to the urbanism. The streets are
formed by the houses and not the other way around. The houses are built from stone
and are, according to the architect, characterized by their massive plasticity. Their
architecture derives out of the local building traditions and is built without any stylistic
interest.

Fig. 41 Volumetric study
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2001
2.
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Wohnhaus Meuli, Fläsch, Switzerland; Bearth & Deplazes
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Fig. 42 Surrounded buildings
Fig. 43 Surrounded buildings
Fig. 44 Surrounded buildings
Fig. 45 View from the village
Fig. 46 View from the vineyard
Fig. 47 Typical room with
opening towards the view with
vineyards
Fig. 48 Facade drawing
48
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Bearth & Deplazes wanted to add a house as a part of the “whole body” of this village.
They were against the idea to just build a special house as the wish of an client. The
location for the house is on the border of the village with a view towards the rural
landscape with vineyards. The narrow street had to be enlarged to position the house
directly onto the street. The building regulations forced the architect to build with a
distance of three meter to the existing road. This was, according to the architect, a
mistake in the building law. The reason is that if you would walk through this village
you would recognize that all the streets are typically formed by the houses.

Fig. 49 Volumetric study

To match the character of the building to the massiveness and plasticity of the existing
buildings the architect choose to use “Dämmbeton”, an insulation-grade structural
concrete. The 50 cm thick, single-skin, monolithic outer walls of the house have
windows fitted in flush on the inside. All concrete walls are poured on the building
site and finished inside with a coat of grey-white plaster skim applied thinly so as to
retain most of the roughness and the joint marks left by the formwork. Integrating the
monolith with the nearby farm buildings is enhanced by the surface of the outer layer
with traces of the wooden form work. Comparable with the Willimann-Lötscher House,
this building has a polygonal ground floor that led to an outline for the house with a
five-sided figure. For the observer, the shape of building seems to change constantly,
caused by the different angles of the facade. In a similar way, the monolithic character
is enhanced by the difference of light and shade.

Fig. 50 Model development to
study the plasticity of the facade
and the different openings

The living areas are divided over three floors: a garden level with kitchen and guest
room, above that the bedrooms, and at top floor, the main living room with studio. The
room, as showed in the last picture, reminds me of what Bearth said about making
a room feel bigger than it actually is. Somehow, this room looks like a reference to
the work of Alvaro Siza, one of the architects Bearth has a great interest in. A similar
effect is achieved with a window that is placed outside of the facade.

2001
Fig. 52 Casa van Middelem Alvaro Siza

2.

Wohnhaus Meuli, Fläsch, Switzerland; Bearth & Deplazes

Fig. 51 Floor plan of living room
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Science block, Teacher Training College, Chur (1997-1999)
The Teacher Training College for the department of natural sciences is housed in
this school-type block. It is designed with the principles of an open-plan laboratory.
Presumably the idea of the architect was to create a total transparency of the interior
and facades to make clear for all to see the purpose of science1. However, beforehand,

1 Alois Diethelm

I did not know what to expect from this glass box and I was not sure if the building
would fit well in its surroundings of predominantly stone buildings.
Yet, when we visited the building I was surprised by the transparency and the
smoothness of the facade. Walking around and observing the building I changed my
idea about the conflicting material. The open load bearing structure in combination
with the thin facade allows a great transparency towards inside.
Inside, the building has transparent zones in the longitudinal direction are created
by non-load bearing walls of glass. Besides, this intermediate zone strengthens
the relationship with the outside through the smooth transition. This is achieved by
positioning the row of columns, perpendicular to the facade, two meters inwards.
Vertical movements of the building are made with a tower attached to the building.
This arrangement allows a flexible floor plan without load bearing walls.
Suddenly, when we were leaving, one of the sunscreens appeared. It was not that the
sun shading had a particular strange appearance, but it was the facade which was
cleverly engineered. In the pictures you see the difference between the facade with
and without an unfolded sunscreen. Because vertical screens, which stretch like a skin
over the frame, could not be integrated flush, the architect choose for these straightarm awnings. In the drawing you see the integration of the external and internal
sunscreens. At the same time, manually operated shutters in the vertical space
between the rectangular windows allow fresh air into the building.
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Fig. 53 Axonometric view of
structure
Fig. 54 Axonometric section of
facade system

55

56

57

Fig. 55 House in Fläsch: close to
the Meuli House
Fig. 56 The Meuli House in
Fläsch
Fig. 57 Demont house, Vella:
close to the school (later
demolished)
Fig. 58 School in Vella
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Conclusions
Looking closely at the work of Bearth & Deplazes and observing and redrawing his
work, I tried to understand the essence of the lessons of Bearth. Yet, this detailed
observation was also helpful to understand a lot of other interesting aspects of their
work. The previous examples are part of the projects which have been researched.
These examples show the attitude of the architect how he relates his architecture to
its surroundings. However, the approach varies per project.
Form similarities, or analogies1, are made with the Meuli House or the School in

1 Analogy (from Greek,
analogia, “proportion”) is a
cognitive process of transferring
information or meaning from a
particular subject (the analogue
or source) to another (the target)

Vella. Bearth & Deplazes use existing architecture as an input for their design
which is transformed and used in the shape and typology of the building, but also
in the materialisation. The Meuli House also adapts to its surroundings in an urban
way. While the shape of the building and the material expression derives from the
characteristics of the existing buildings, its polygonal ground floor and with the
extension of the street, the building forms itself to the existing urban tissue. Similarly,
the School in Vella duplicates the shape of the roof of the existing farmer sheds.
However, any reference in detailing are removed.
The Willimann-Lötscher House responds in a different way to the surroundings since
there are no buildings in the area. The split level configuration of the building adapts
to the line of the terrain. Furthermore, the specific building shape and its position
preserve the openness of the site and allow a view towards the landscape.
Sustainable energy concepts are an integral part of the projects of Bearth & Deplazes.
For instance, the clever energy efficiency of the School in Vella through the strategic
positioning and sizing of the windows. The use of solar-radiation prevents the use
of an additional heating system. The Teacher Learning Center in Chur makes use
of natural ventilation. The thin facade contains special ventilation shutters and the
sun shadings are designed in such a way that the facade keeps its simplicity and
smoothness.
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One of the reoccurring themes is the solidness of the facade. In both the Meuli House
as well as the School in Vella the facade exist out of a thick layer which is, in case
of the School in Vella, even more enhanced with the angled reveals of the window.
Although the Willimann-Lötscher House has a thin facade, it has, compared to the
Meuli House, similar ways of expressing a seemingly solid character. The monolithic
character is enhanced by the difference of light and shade caused by the angled
facade.
In an interview with Valentin Bearth and Andrea Deplazes they said the following,
which I think is an important related concern:
Architecture Dialogues p.538

“The key is, and always will be, to retain command over the entire course of the
design and construction process. This is particularly difficult these days. (…) What
emerges is an exchangeable inner world that is out of the architect’s hands and void
of any correlation to the building structure. This is even apparent in comparatively
nondescript buildings. (…) the rise of energy efficiency as a dictating factor in
building, the exterior design has also become an overriding determinant: If the
thermal insulation is 25 cm thick and the effective surface becomes costly, then the
facade’s outermost protective layer must be trimmed down to a light, thin membrane.
The design concept gets reduced to a mere discussion of surface sheathing, the
contemporary work of architecture to the principles of wallpaper. We must come up
with alternatives to counteract this trend.”
This is where Bearth and Deplazes are already pursuing strategies to oppose its
dominance in their earlier design concepts. “We strive in our work to achieve a direct,
straightforward architecture, although it is precisely this seeming simplicity that is
most difficult to master. We intentionally seek alternatives to the obligatory layered
facade assembly, or we develop so-called ‘raw construction strategies’ to re-establish
the indelible link between the building structure and its interior spaces and shell.”
These quotes illustrate their political agenda and stresses their strategy and ideas on
the design of a building. In the project of the Meuli House you see an example of this
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strategy. Using self-insulating concrete the architect used a new building technology to
be able to design a thick facade with deep windows and large window reveals.
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3. The Project Area

Introduction
The final assignment is to design a new faculty building for the school of architecture
in Mendrisio. Therefore, research has been done concerning the location of the
academy and the eventual construction site for the new faculty building.
Mendrisio
The area studied for this project is located at the edge of the historic center of
Mendrisio. Mendrisio is a small town located in the south of Ticino, the only Swiss
canton positioned entirely south of the Alpine Arc. Italian is the official language of the
canton, but many inhabitants also speak French, German, or English. With its position
between the Swiss city of Lugano and the Italian city of Como, Mendrisio is located on
one of the oldest routes between Zurich and Milan. The climate is mild and the scenery
is wideranging: forests, lakes, green plains, terraced vineyards, hillside villages, and
historical town centers.
The Campus
The campus in Mendrisio houses the Accademia di Architettura di Mendrisio (AAM).
It is part of the Università della Svizzera Italiana. Mario Botta, a well known Italian
Fig. 59 Areal photo of Mendrisio
with Palazzo Turconi and Villa
Argentina

architect, founded the school in 1996. In the beginning the school consisted of
approximately 100 students. The academy was housed in the former town hospital,
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Palazzo Turconi1, given to them by the municipality of Mendrisio. Since then, the
academy has grown and now has 850 students. The academy extended and grew to a

1 Palazzo Turconi. Also shown
on the map(p. 70).

campus. Palazzo Turconi, erected at the beginning of the 19th century, accommodates
the ateliers for the first and final (diploma) years, and the respective faculty staff
offices. Palazzo Turconi also has ample project lab spaces with individual study desks.
Villa Argentina , on the other side of the street ‘Via Alfonso Turconi’, is a building
2

2 Villa Argentina. Also shown
on the map(p. 70).

in the neoclassical style built in the second half of the 19th century which houses
the administration offices, the academic secretary’s office, and the logistic services

3 The Park. Also shown on the
map(p. 70).

of the Academy of Architecture. Around Villa Argentina is a century-old Park3. The
park connects Villa Argentina and Palazzo Canavée, and is highly appreciated by

4 Institute for the Contemporary
Urban Project. Also shown on the
map(p. 70).

the students for the openness of its meadow and the beauty of its centuries-old
trees. The Institute for the Contemporary Urban Project4 is a research institute in
the disciplines of territory, strategic planning, systems, infrastructures, urban and

5 Palazzo Canavée. Also shown
on the map(p. 70).

architectural design. Next to the park is Palazzo Canavée5. This modern construction
houses the academic staff and assistant offices, the classrooms for theory courses,
the ateliers for the second to fourth years, as well as ample study spaces furnished
with multimedia equipment and technical labs. At the time of writing, work has begun
on the construction of a new museum, the Teatro dell’Architettura6. The building has

6 Teatro dell’architettura. Also
shown on the map(p. 70).

been designed by the architect Mario Botta and will have an important place within the
Mendrisio Campus, behind the Palazzo Turconi. The design will consist of an exhibition
space divided over four different levels. It will also include a multi-purpose hall which
is for conferences, symposiums and concerts. The academy states: “the exhibitions
concerned with stage design, furniture or industrial design, fashion and publishing,
inspired by the same inter-disciplinary spirit which is at the heart of the Academy’s

http://www.arc.usi.ch

teaching activities as a whole”.
Next to the buildings of the Academy of Architecture there are some other prominent
buildings. Palazzo Turconi is connected to the chapel Chiesa dei Cappuccini7, formerly
used for liturgical celebrations for the patients of the hospital. The chapel is slightly

7 Chiesa dei Cappuccini. Also
shown on the map(p. 70).
8 L’Ospedale Regionale di
Mendrisio Beata Vergine. Also
shown on the map(p. 70).

rotated relative to Palazzo Turconi. The axis of the church is aligned to the historic
center of Mendrisio. On the other side, next to Palazzo Turconi is the new regional
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Fig. 60 View of stairs to Via
Giuseppe Motta
Fig. 61 View to proposed
building plot on Via Bolzani
Fig. 62 View Via Bolzani to
stairs next to the chapel
Fig. 63 Passage next to chapel

railway station

9
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hospital; L’Ospedale Regionale di Mendrisio Beata Vergine8.
The overall typology of the campus could be described as a park-typology. However,
the historical urban structure is a prominent factor in the composition of the buildings.
Both Villa Argentina and Palazzo Turconi are strongly oriented with monumental axis
towards the street ‘Via Alfonso Turconi’. The street ‘Viale Canavee’ leads to the Palazzo
Canavée and the car park of the campus. Most of the students commute to the campus
by train9. They enter the campus through the ‘Via Bolzani’. Currently, there is no

9 Train station Mendrisio. Also
shown on the map(p. 70).

specific orientation or entrance at this side of the campus.
The Building Plot
The proposed area to build10 a new academy building is situated on a descending plot
surrounded by three characteristic buildings. Each of these buildings placed with its
back towards the plot. The church, which is connected to Palazzo Turconi, is oriented
towards the historical center of Mendrisio. The larger Palazzo Turconi and the new
cylindrical Teatro dell’architectura have their main entrance oriented towards Via
Alfonso Turconi, on the other side of the building. However, a formal entrance for
visitors from the station, on the Via Bolzani, is still missing. Images are showing the
current situation of the entrance on ‘Via Bolzani’.
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10 Proposed building plot. Also
shown on the map(p. 70).
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Critic Arena

Critic Arena

Atelier Adam Caruso

Atelier Miroslav Sik
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Critic Arena

Atelier Quintus Miller

70

Atelier Burkhalter Sumi

71

72

4. The Design Studio

Introduction
The final assignment is to design a new faculty building for the school of architecture
in Mendrisio. The assignment is closely related to a design competition organized
by the Università della Svizzera Italiana and AAM. The new building should contain
spaces intended for the teaching of architecture to first-year students. Furthermore,
the building will offer room for the design studios, three classrooms, some offices for
professors and assistants, and storage spaces.
Design Studios
At the AAM, architectural design is of central importance throughout the course
of studies and is closely related to the teaching of the historical-humanistic and

Fig. 64 Photo of design atelier
Adam Caruso
Fig. 65 Photo of design atelier
Miroslav Sik
Fig. 66 Photo of design atelier
Quintus Miller
Fig. 67 Photo of design atelier
Burkhalter Sumi
Fig. 68 Abstract drawing of
design atelier Adam Caruso
Fig. 69 Abstract drawing of
design atelier Miroslav Sik
Fig. 70 Abstract drawing of
design atelier Quintus Miller
Fig. 71 Abstract drawing of
design atelier Burkhalter Sumi

technical-scientific subjects. The design work is organized in design studios. The
work of the first-year students consists of four design studios, each directed by a
guest lecturer and all coordinated by a professor in charge. Within a single theme
and the common area of study, the four studios classes follow the same educational
path. Although, with different approaches in relation to particular programs and the
methodological sensibility of each teacher.
Study of Design Studios
During our visit to the ETH (Zurich) and the AAM(Mendrisio), we were present at the
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studios of several teaching architects including the studio of Adam Caruso, Burkhalter
Sumi, Martin Boesch,Miroslav Sik, Quintus Miller, and Valerio Olgiati. Some of these
studios are illustrated to show the characteristics of the room. Although the studios
vary in subjects and methodologies, the used spaces have a lot in common. All the
design studios make use of flexible presentation-boards with which they create there
own space for the studio. The students put their drawings an pictures on walls and
on presentation-boards and their models are placed in open model cabinets. The
difference between the studios is visible through the presence of the students work. In
a conversation with Mihail Amariei (teaching assistant of Prof. V. Bearth), he confirmed
this visible difference and stressed the importance of it. “The Academy of Architecture
in Mendrisio is a kind of mosaic with all its different studios. Every architect is free to
choose his own subject and to form his own atelier.” (Mihail Amariei, 2015).
One of the remarkable features of these ateliers is the way in which they are open to
other people. They can join the ateliers or walk by. Even when there are “critics”(Critics
are the moments when the architectural students have to present their work to their
professor. Usually they take place on a Thursday or Friday. Each student presents their
work every two weeks). This curiosity feeds the students and that is why the students
in Mendrisio know so much from each other’s design studios. This reminds me of what
Bearth said in the interview.
The initial concept for the new building with design ateliers for first-years derives from
this observation. Designing a route as part of the design studio improves visibility and
encourages interaction between the students and studios. With the great attention for
modeling and the particular curriculum of the AAM, the work of students in form of
making models is essential. Positioning model cabinets in a prominent position will
improve the visibility.
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Fig. 72 Closed atelier space
with a regular opening

Fig. 73 Atelier space with
flexible corridor

Fig. 74 Atelier space with
flexible corridor and model
cabinets
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Edifici Storici Mendrisio

Chiostro dei Serviti e Museo d’ Arte

Chiesa San Giovanni

Oratorio Madonna delle Grazie
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Piazza San Giovanni
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Chiesa Parr. S.S. Cosma e Damiano

Pallazo Pollini

Chiesa S. Sisinio

Villa Argentina

5.1. Learning from old buildings

Introduction
After Bearth graduated he worked for Peter Zumthor. Peter Zumthor focussed on
historical research and research of traditional architecture. Bearth worked on several
buildings and made refurbishments. “Then I learned to appreciate the traditional
architecture. Because it was important at this time in his office to understand the
traditional architecture. To understand not only formally, but what is behind the
typology, the way how buildings are built.” (Valentin Bearth, 2015) As described before I
use the lessons of Bearth as inspiration for my own design research.
The area studied for this project is located on the border of the historic center of
Mendrisio. The campus of AAM consists of two prominent historical buildings; Villa
Argentina and the former hospital Palazzo Turconi. Within the research, the following
historical buildings are plotted on a map. The map contains a overview of the historical
part of Mendrisio. Within this analyses the Villa Argentina and Palazzo Turconi play
an important role as they are part of the campus. The history of the design process
of Palazzo Turconi is first being elaborated. Subsequently, the typological analyses
provides information about the similarities of the buildings and the important aspects.

77

Fig. 75 Left: Map of Historical
Center of Mendrisio

76

77

78

78

Palazzo Turconi
The original design of the former hospital dates back to the early 19th century. In
1803, the young municipality of Mendrisio turned to Count Alfonso Turconi, convinced
that his political foresight and his advise could benefit the institutions. Alfonso Turconi
grew up in Milan and was a student (1757) of the Pontifical Ecclesiastical Academy.
He travelled throughout Europe, finally choosing to reside in Paris. Fascinated by the
ideas of the French Revolution, he was a supporter and funder of patriots and liberal
newspapers. He was also a promoter of social care for the elderly and poor. Later, he

Fig. 76 Drawing of the new
project of the hospital ‘Beata
Vergine’ to be built in the village
of Mendrisio, plan of variant 1,
August 6, 1852
Fig. 77 Drawing of the new
project of the hospital ‘Beata
Vergine’ to be built in the village
of Mendrisio, plan of variant 2,
August 6, 1852

generously offered to finance a new hospital in Mendrisio. The task of designing the
facility that was called “Hospice of the Blessed Virgin” and later OBV (Hospital of the
Blessed Virgin) was entrusted to the architect Luigi Fontana ( 1812 - 1877 ).
Luigi Fontana designed and drafted the project, on which he had to put more effort
into it than expected. Eight months elapsed between the terms of agreement and the
presentation of the first proposals. Both proposals retained the same position to link
the infirmaries to the chapel destined for liturgical celebrations for the residents. The
first proposal is articulated around a courtyard. The main facilities are distributed by
an open corridor with arcades around the court on ground floor, while upstairs the
administrations of the hospital were situated. The second proposal has a different
orientation and demarcates as a sort of ‘Cour d’Honneur’ facing the cantonal road.
Models which served as inspiration to Fontana were most likely the hospitals he
visited during his study trip in Italy. Although there is no accurate testimony of this.
However, Nicola Navone (2010) discusses the possibility that Fontana may had visited
these hospitals. Starting in Milan (Lombardy) where he visited a project by architect
Giulio Aluisetti. This was the hospital ‘Fatebenesorelle’. Fig. 75
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Fig. 78 Giulio Aluisetti,
project completion of hospital
Fatebenesorelle, Milan. (da L.
Gerli, L’ospedale Fatebenesorelle,
Ciceri, Causa

Fig. 79

Fig. 80

Villa Argentina floor
plan typology

Palazzo Turconi floor
plan typology

Fig. 81 section of Palazzo
Turconi with ventilation principle
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Historical typologies
For the search of valuable input for the design, a small selection is made of interesting
buildings regarding their spatial qualities. The arcade and the courtyard of the
Museo d’Arte have a similar configuration as in the Palazzo Turconi. Villa Argentina,
on the other hand, is oriented on the century-old park around the building and has
a colonnade on the outer layer of the building. The entrances are distributed in the
colonnade. Meanwhile, in the center of the building, a round atrium with a circular
staircase provides access to the other levels.
In the drawing of the floor plan you see how the rooms are placed around one
Fig. 82

main staircase with an inner atrium. A path around the building provides access to

Museo d’Arte

the rooms whereas the second building, Palazzo Turconi, has a internal path with
courtyard.
The internal courtyard of Palazzo Turconi is surrounded with a colonnade. The
courtyard functions as a small garden and is, when there is good weather, used as
exhibition space or for events such as lectures or celebrations.
The courtyard also improves the building climate. When both opening the windows in
the outer facade and the inner courtyard there will be an airflow through the rooms.
Depending on the time of the year there could be a difference of temperature in the
courtyard and outside the building which can create a very pleasant climate inside the
Fig. 83 Staircase in atrium of
Villa Argentina

rooms.

The final building volume, explained later in the chapter about the process, has a
rectangular floor plan. The relatively compact volume preserves the openness around
the building and allows people to take in the view of the valley of Mendrisio. Due to the
fact that the compact volume does not allow the sun to penetrate the building deeply,
the center of the building remains darker than the rest of the building.

Fig. 84 Lecture of Eduardo
Souto de Moura in the courtyard
of Palazzo Turconi
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Fig. 85 concept floor plan
typology

Fig. 86

Concept section
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Introducing an atrium in the center of the building will lighten the interior space and
allow the sun to penetrate deeply into the building. Besides, the atrium will improve
the airflow in combination with windows you can open yourself and regulate the
ventilation.
Combining this idea with the concept of the design ateliers results in the following
floor plan. The open corridor with cabinets for models are distributed around the
atrium. Besides, the atrium allows light and air into the building, the atrium gives
the building a spatial quality and allows visible connections between the different
levels. The different work of the students will be exhibited in the cabinets for models
which will be visible as a mosaic in the atrium. The design ateliers are connected to
the facade. This way the workplaces have a relation to the outside but also to what
happens inside.
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5.2. The Concept of Space

“What is space? When I started as a student our teachers talked about the space, that
it is the most important thing in architecture. The space is this and space is that. But
what is it? ” — Interview with Valentin Bearth

In the interview Bearth explains his particular fascination of using art to understand
and create a concept of space. He believes that perceiving ‘space’ is a kind of archaic
feeling. In the example of Giacometti, a Swiss sculptor and painter (1901-1966), he
describes the development of the work and the eventual forming of a notion about
space. The early works of Giacometti consist of paintings of the Bergell landscape, a
valley near Bregaglia, the village in which he grew up. Bergell is a very deep valley cha
racterized and surrounded by the Alpine mountains. The high mountainsides enclose
the area and in a certain way define the space. Bearth’s assumption is that Giacometti
created a particular notion of space during his observations for his paintings. Later,
Giacometti moved to Paris and followed the lectures of Émile-Antoine Bourdelle at
the Académie de la Grande Chaumière. The landscape of Paris was, in relation to
the landscape of Bergell, extremely flat. The strong enclosed space characterized
Fig. 87 On the left: Interior of
Aldo van Eyck pavilion at the
Kröller Müller museum.

by the mountains were missing. However, Paris did have buildings and long, straight
avenues. These streets, designed with high precision of proportion, were a result
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of the work of Haussmann’s rebuilding plans for Paris. The spatial quality of these
street presumably had influenced Giacometti’s original notion of space. “Giacometti
was extremely interested in the relation between human and space”. (Bearth, 2015)
Eventually, Giacometti started to create sculptures of people. These reduced figures
are for Bearth, an exemple for the period of Giacometti’s life where he questioned the
existence of humans.
Finally, Bearth describes his reaction to this thought and how he responds to it while
designing a building in the characteristic landscape of Switzerland. He points out that
when designing a building you are not just building an isolated object, but the object is
placed into an existing space and therefore the space inside this object becomes part
of the larger space it is placed in.
Within the teachings of Bearth he promotes excursions to projects as an important
learning method. The grow of digital media influence our perception of natural and
built spaces, therefore, firsthand experience of buildings continues to be an essential
source of expertise. “Built architecture has a presence, an aura, which can truly be
1 Valentin Bearth - Microcosmi
p. 55

sensed only through direct, bodily experience. Buildings are physical repositories of
lived experience, of tangible space as a sensitive body”1
As a continuity to this lesson of Bearth I tried to create my own concept of space.
Related to this research is the definition written by Lao Tzu:
Thirty spokes converge upon a single hub;
It is on the hole in the corner that the purpose of the axle depends
We make a vessel from a lump of clay;
It is the empty space within the vessel that makes it useful
We make doors and windows for a room;
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But it is these empty spaces that make the room habitable
Thus while the tangible has advantages;
It is the intagible that makes it useful
Cornelis van de Ven - Space in
architecture p. 3

Lao Tzu

The excerpt, quoted above, is from the book ‘Tao Teh Ching’ written by Lao Tzu. The
phrases describe examples of two opposing conditions. But as a matter of fact they
contain more than just the principle of two opposing elements; since it reveals the
superiority of the contained, the ‘space within’. The non-existent is the essential, made

2 Cornelis van de Ven - Space
in architecture p. 3

tangible in material form. 2
In the verse of Lao Tzu the assembly of spokes into a whole can be identified as a
tectonic form. In the second part of the verse, space is created by hollowing out a
lump of clay, which could be associated with the material and technical quality like,
for instance, the facade structure of the Meuli House in Fläsch. In the third part of the
verse, Lao Tzu places emphasis on the boundary between internal and external space,
3 Cornelis van de Ven - Space
in architecture p. 4

the separating wall, which is also referred to by Bearth in his interview. The voids
framed by doors and windows can be understood as being the transitional spaces. The
wall or structure could be interpreted as the boundary of a continuation of space. The
separated spaces: interior and exterior are linked where there are openings.3
To form my own notion about the concept of space, I visited the pavilion of Aldo van
Eyck.4 I consider this pavilion to be a useful example related to the verse of Lao Tzu.
The pavilion consist of only walls, concrete seating elements, and a transparent roof.
The six parallel walls, almost four meters high, are placed with a distance of two and
a half from each other. From a distance this looks like a very simple and abstract
building with five intermediate spaces. But coming closer and entering the pavilion,
the idea of these linear intermediate spaces starts to change. Curved walls form
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Fig. 88 4 This pavilion use to
have a sculpture of Giacometti.
Later the pavilion was rebuilt at
the Kröller Müller museum to
accommodate art objects which
could not be exhibited along the
lanes in the parks.

semicircular spaces. Sudden cuts in these walls transform the simple pattern into a
different spatial movement. The curved walls and openings produce a more diagonal
orientation.
An abstract reproduction is presented in a sequence of drawings. The final concept
of the opening in the wall is later on used in creating the entrances of the building.
Openings in the walls are not just being made by cut-outs, but are enhanced by the
curving of the walls. These openings create an intermediate space between exterior
and interior and produce a gradually transition.

Fig. 89 The initial idea for the
central atrium connecting the two
entrances as part of an design
asignment
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schema paviljoen Aldo van Eyck
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Fig. 90 Floor plan of Sonsbeek
Pavilion, Aldo van Eyck
Fig. 91 Wall with regular
opening
Fig. 92 Opening with
intermediate space
Fig. 93 Initial concept principal
of entrances
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5.3. My own window frame

The space around the attic window at my parental house was always the perfect place
to contemplate. Whenever I needed a moment to seclude myself, this was the perfect
place to settle. The vertical window was not very big, but it was enough to have a total
view of what was happening on the ground, to see the sky and everything in between.
Probably the best feature of the window was that I was able to open it, place my
elbows in the windowsill and breath in the fresh air during this moment.
While exploring images of atelier windows, I suddenly found a picture of the studio
of Caspar David Friedrich, a German landscape painter (1774-1840). Besides his
landscape paintings, his wife, Carolin, appears in many of his pictures, although

Fig. 95 Caspar David Friedrich:
View from the Artist’s Studio,
1806

usually alone. The picture shown here is an example of one of those paintings.
Somehow I see a similarity with what I described above. Besides, the window in the
painting seems to have the same features as the window of Friedrich’s studio. The
vertical window is divided in two sections and starts about one meter from the ground.
The lower section contains closed shutters which, when they are closed, avoid direct
view to the surroundings but instead allow a view towards the sky. Presumably these
shutters are used to adjust the lighting conditions in the art studio and at the same
time avoid distractions from what is happening outside. Other paintings of similar
settings show comparable use of the window.

Fig. 96 Caspar David Friedrich Woman at a Window (1822)

Fig. 94 On the left: students
in front of a window in Palazzo
Turconi - nov 2015
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Fig. 97 Georg Friedrich Kersting
- Caspar David Friedrich in his
studio
Fig. 98 Georg Friedrich Kersting
- Caspar David Friedrich in his
studio
Fig. 99 Kersting Wilhelm Bendz
Fig. 100 Kersting Léon Cogniet
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A window makes the connection between the inside and the outside. By making
openings in a wall the opening allows light and air to enter the interior space. It also
allows a view to the outside. But the way in which the opening is created strongly
effects how. An opening can also tell something about the characteristics of the wall,
for example with the model for the Dutch Design Week. But how can I design a suitable
window for the atelier rooms?
Ventilation
For a good workplace the presence of fresh air is essential. There are many options
allowing fresh air in the building. In the previously discussed example of the The
Teacher Training College in Chur, manually operated shutters in the vertical space
between the windows allow fresh air into the building. The option of opening windows
manually also got a positive influence on the comfort level for the people working
inside. Research has found that in a room where people are able to adjust the
ventilation themselves increases the comfort level of the people, compared to a room
1 ir. G. (Gert) Boxem, Assistant
Professor (UD) at the TU/e

where ventilation takes place through a mechanical system1. Another comparable
example is the building ‘Palazzo Turconi’. Window openings in combination with a
closed courtyard create a pleasant airflow through the building. Probably the pleasant
indoor climate is also why a lot of students prefer this building.
Light
As described above, in the pictures of the artist atelier, the windows are being adjusted
to regulate the lighting. However, the designed atelier is for architecture students and
they also need suitable lighting. For instance when they work on a model or make
a drawing, or to prevent glare on the screen while working on a laptop. To lower the
amount of electricity used by artificial light, windows in the building have to allow
enough natural light to enter the interior. It is important to take into consideration
towards which side the windows are placed. Artist studios as described above usually
have windows on the north side of the building. This is because north light, commonly
known as reflected light or indirect light, produces cool and controlled value shifts.
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Fig. 101 Photograph with drone
by Rodj Ommar
Fig. 102 Window of House Meuli
Fig. 103 Drawing Window of
House Meuli
Fig. 104 Window of House La
Caglias
Fig. 105 Drawing of Window
House La Caglias
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This means that the artists have far more control over contrast and subtle colour
changes within the painting. On the other hand, direct sunlight is extremely bright and
results in washed out colors and stark contrasting shadows. But sometimes direct
sunlight is suitablefor the subject or mood of art.
View
Researched projects such as the Meuli House and the Willimann-Lötscher House are
both built in or on the edge of rural landscapes. In both projects, the living room is
has windows towards a characteristic landscape. The proposed building design for
the academy in Mendrisio is also located in a characteristic area. Located at the edge
of the historic centre of Mendrisio, the building site allows both views towards the
historic center and the valley of Mendrisio. In between these locations there is another
view showing the mountain passage to Lugano. Besides the historical meanings of this
passage the vista to Lugano is a particularly beautiful picture.
Fig. 106

Window House Meuli

Wall
Besides that the windows allow something to go through the opening, it can also
reveal the characteristics of the wall. A good example is the Meuli House where
the thickness of the load-bearing facade is revealed through the cutting of the
window opening. The window openings of the School in Vella show, in a similar
way, a thickness of the wall. The angled reveals, although made of plaster, give the
impression of a solid thick wall. In addition to these windows is the window of Rudolf
Olgiati. The deep, splayed window opening suggests a solid envelop. On the contrary,
the walls are thin skins. In the picture you see the splayed window opening of House
Las Caglias extend into the room.
Family of openings
Additionally, the window can be part of a family of openings. This means that the
window shares characteristic elements with the other openings. The size and
composition of the windows leads to a specific appearance of the facade in relation to

Fig. 107 Family of windows
School in Vella

Fig. 108 Family of windows
Palazzo Turconi
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Fig. 109 Vista to Lugano with on
the right the historical center

about

about

2/3

1/3

about
1/3

about
2/3

small window

large window

XL window

Door

1
5
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window shutter for ventilation
that turns 180 degrees
4 Window that turns 180
degrees
5 Window for indirect light
6 Rainwater drain to prevent
irregular dirt on the facade
7 Perpendicular surface of
reveal
8 Angled surface of reveal
creates a divergent view
9 a more solid perspective of
the facade from this side

2
3
4

8

6

7

96

9

the building as a whole. In the project of the School in Vella the windows have a similar
composition. Although the size of the windows varies, they still provide a coherence.
Illustrated in the drawings are different families of windows. In the windows of Palazzo
Turconi there is a clear difference between them. The rectangular windows at the front
and side facades are not similar in shape or composition with the arch windows at the
back facade. However the windows situated in between these two windows provide a
transition. The opening is comparable to the rectangular windows and meanwhile a
shape around the window is relating to the shape of the larger arch windows.

Fig. 110
Turconi

Design of the Window
The initial design of the window for the atelier of the Academy of Mendrisio derived

Arc window of Palazzo

from the above discussed topics. It is a product of different thoughts and relates to
the development of the facade and the building typology. To prevent disturbance of the
expression of the facade, a family of openings is designed. The flexible layout of the
frame allows options to broaden the window in order to get larger openings. Openings
placed on the ground floor can be extended to the ground. The closed part of the
window is a shutter to provide ventilation in-to the building. The opening is about onethird of the window and creates, in combination with the other windows, a pattern in
the facade. This principle is reversed at the location of the entrance doors, where the
larger part is the door and the small part becomes the window. This way the entrances
are emphasized. Additionally, the two different layers of the facade are accentuated

Fig. 111 Pattern of closed parts
of the window frames

as a result of the middle stile being slightly left off center and the rest of the frame is
hidden behind the concrete. This could lead to the expression as if the interior layer of
wood is being moved. A transom2 divides the windows into a lower part and an upper
part. The upper part allows indirect light to enter the building since the overhang of
the facade blocks direct sunlight. Sunscreens in the south facade are placed above the
frame, whereas sunscreens for the windows in the north facade are placed in front of
the transom. This way, the indirect light form the upper part is still able to enter the
interior while the lower part is covered by the sunscreen. Additionally, the transom
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2 In architecture, a transom is a
transverse horizontal structural
beam or bar, or a crosspiece
separating a door from a window
above it

Interior perspective to window frame
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Windows: School Vella
aligns with the height of the door to remain unity in the openings.

Inside, the plywood interior improves the acoustics and gives the atelier a character
where students are triggered to put images of their references and work on the wall.
At the same time, the wooden interior blends in with the wooden window frame as if
to be one. The additional storage space and window sills are an extension of the work
tables. Unlike the windows in Palazzo Canavée, where students place their work in
front of the window, the new building provides storage space and hence the relation
with the window is being enhanced. A cove in the interior wall provides room for the
window to be opened 180 degrees. This prevents the windows form being in the way.

Fig. Windows:
114 InteriorSchool
window Palazzo
Vella
Canavée

When the windows are closed this delivers a differentiated surface of the inner facade.

Fig. 113 Interior window new
building

Fig. 112 Interior sketch of initial
windows
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6. Architectural Design

The final design is shown in the decisions that have been made during the design
process. Yet, this process was not continues. I have tried to make a linear story. During
the subjects I will illustrate some of the alternative options to motivate the choice of a
particular outcome.

My main objectives are to create a similarity to the surrounding buildings, deal with
the topography of the descending building plot, and to create a building that has a
strong but suitable expression. Although these are not clearly formulated objectives, I
will explain them in the design process.
The first step in the design process was to form the building envelop and to determine
the shape of the building. In this early process I took three example projects related
to Bearth. Each project responds differently to the surrounding buildings and the
descending plot.
The first building volume is a reference to the Artist Atelier in Martkoberdorf. The
three different volumes are ranked in a way that they respond to the topography of
the descending plot. The low volumes preserve the view from Palazzo Turconi to the
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valley. At the same time, they deliver a spatial quality inside following the line of the
descending plot. The building also responds to the surrounding houses. Being divided
in several volumes, the building obtains a size which is slightly bigger than the houses,
but smaller than Palazzo Turconi and the Church.
Although the volumes being displaced relative to each other, it encloses different
spaces around the building. Yet, these places are small and undefined. To solve this,
twisting these volumes could deliver different outside spaces directing to the existing
buildings. However, the absence of a clear orientation and a clear entrance at the
street Via Bolzani do not determine the outline of the campus in a concrete way
but instead deliver a smooth transition between the existing houses and the larger
buildings.
The second option is a representation of a project which is related to Bearth. The
project originated from a lecture by Bearth with Galfetti about his house ‘Casa Paros’.
The house, with its two separate volumes, aligns itself with the spectacular vista to the
surrounding landscape. In a way, this is repeated with the second building option. The
volumes are twisted compared to the existing buildings which finally delivers a view
towards the rather special vista of the opening between the mountains to Lugano. At
the side of Palazzo Turconi, the new building has a height of just one story. Following
the descending line of the plot and retaining the hight of the flat roof creates a building
which grows as it descents. The street in between the building volumes provides
the transition between the lower level of Via Bolzani and the higher level of Palazzo
Turconi.
The third option and final choice is a simple rectangular volume as a reference to
project Weingut in Fläsch by Bearth & Deplazes. The shape shares similar properties
to the existing building Palazzo Turconi, and relates to it with the educational program.
The rectangular shape and single volume make a clear impression to the street
Via Bolzani and define the outline of the Campus. The building encloses a space
that creates a square in between the existing buildings. The new square adds to a

103

1
2
3
4
5
6

1

5

square
visible access to the valley of
Mendrisio
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Entrance on Via Bolzani
Entrance on square
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Fig. 115

Final building volume in context of surrounding buildings

Fig. 116
heights

Dividing volume into separate storeys related to building
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Fig. 117 First modification to
acquire solid expression

Fig. 118 Inverted version

continuous sequence of open spaces between the buildings. Placing the new building
parallel to Palazzo Turconi creates a suggestive connection between the two.
Finally, after some study models, a volume was chosen that creates a balance
between a closed square and retains the ability to have visible connections to the
valley of Mendrisio. By leaving some space between the small building of the church
and the new faculty building it creates a route which gives access to the campus.
The origin of the facade was rather a intuitive process formed by the same objectives
discussed with the building volume. To respond to the surrounding buildings I decided
to divide and accentuate the different storeys. The first attempt to make a solid
expression of the building was by changing the size of each storeys gradually and
leaving the largest one at the bottom. However, this resulted in a heavy, but bulky

Fig. 121

expression of the building.
Inverting this principle with the large part on top results in a volume that slightly
cantilevers. The construction principle looks like the construction of mediaeval towers.
The intermediate floors are inserted between the load-bearing walls running the full
height of the building. The overhang of the facade creates shadows which are, in a way,
comparable to the shadows on the facade of Palazzo Turconi.

Fig. 119 Shadow cast on the
facade

Fig. 120 Model for shadows of Palazzo Turconi and
new faculty building
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Construction principle

Fig. 123

Final building volume in context of surrounding buildings

Fig. 122 Different arrangements
of the facade
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Chapter 5.3 My own window
frame

Preceding the design of the window, which was explained in detail in the previous
chapter, a choice was made for the depth of the window in combination with the
arrangement of the facade.
The main focus-points which had to lead to a decision, were the following:
the position of the sun-screen, how to limit the amount of dirt on the facade by using
windows, and how to create spatial quality using windows.
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Exterior view of north facade
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south east 1:200
0

110

1

2

5

10

North east facade 1:200

north east 1:200
0

1

2

5

10

111

North west facade 1:200
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Impression view from south east towards valley
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Fig. 124 Interior program of the building
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Combining the initial concept with the input of the research about the window resulted
in the following floor plan. Inside, the workspaces are distributed around the atrium
surrounded with cabinets for models. An open corridor and situating the main route
of the building along the studios stimulates interaction between the ateliers, therefore
encouraging curiosity. Towards the southern side of the building the floor plan is
shifted to situate workspaces along the atrium. These offices are for the student
assistants and professors associated with the design ateliers on the same floor. In the
corridor, direct sunlight is captured during winter. The warmed air creates an airflow
through the building. Eventually the closed corridor serves as an ideal place to have a
phone call or a private conversation separated from the open atelier room.
Facing towards the square, the window openings are larger and create a more open
character. The angled reveals of the window stimulate the entry of the winter sun
while the overhang of the window prevents the summer sun to enter the building too
much. On the outside of the building and on the other side, the angled reveals of the
window play with the observer. Whereas from the inside, the angled surface allows a
view overlooking the valley of Mendrisio and the mountain passage towards Lugano.
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Entrance north side with passage to Teatro dell’architettura

124

Entrance from the square with a view towards the
atrium and model cabinets

Staircase in corridor
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View of ateliers aligning towards mountain passage to Lugano, Switzerland
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View towards window frame
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View of Palazzo d’Inizio and the entrance to the campus in 1.200 scale model
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Scale model of Palazzo d’Inizio, 1.200
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7. Conclusion

The graduate studio of ‘Masterly Apprentice’ is characterized by the idea of ‘learning
from’ by researching Swiss Architecture and Education. My particular interest in Swiss
architecture focuses around the attention towards traditions, craftsmanship, and
their extensive regard to materials. Initially, this was the reason I decided to research
Bearth & Deplazes. Further, I chose Valentin Bearth as my teacher and analysed his
projects, methods and ideologies. Through an in-depth interview with him, I was able
to hear the meaningful lessons of what he had learned during his career. The valuable
principles he learned during his time at Peter Zumthor’s office, and the interests he
developed later in his career, were used to distil a set of rules in order to design a new
faculty building for the academy of Mendrisio.
Learning about old buildings of Mendrisio, creating a concept of space, and finally
creating my own window frame were topics within the framework of the research.
During the design for a new faculty building each theme resulted in a concept which
were later combined in the final building. The initial design created early in the
process had to be developed and adjusted according to the a system of ideas set
as a result of the elaborated themes. Although the building already consisted of the
desired simplicity, I assume, it was precisely this simplicity that was difficult to master
and maintain during the development and implementation of the different ideas. The
outcome of this particular building is still strongly linked to the mentioned simplicity,
while, at the same time, it contains all the concepts developed during the design
process.
Even though it seems that the project is only a result of a design process carried out
for the sake of itself, it is important to mention the influence received by the context
in Mendrisio. The visual relationships produced by the reflection of different features
of the surroundings is the tool that has been translated into the design. Finally, the
Palazzo d’Inizio will provide a new attractive entrance of the Accademia di Architettura
di Mendrisio and defining the border of the campus in its urban context.
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