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A way of looking at things
1988

In search of the lost architecture

When | think about architecture, images come into my mind. Many
of these images are connected with my training and work as an
architect. They contain the professional knowledge about architec-
ture that I have gathered over the years. Some of the other images
have to do with my childhood. There was a time when I experienced
architecture without thinking about it. Sometimes | can almost feel
a particular door handle in my hand, a piece of metal shaped like
the back of a spoon.

[ used to take hold of it when I went into my aunt’s garden. That
door handle still seems to me like a special sign of entry into a
world of different moods and smells. I remember the sound of the
gravel under my feet, the soft gleam of the waxed oak staircase,
I can hear the heavy front door closing behind me as | walk along
the dark corridor and enter the kitchen, the only really brightly
lit room in the house.

Looking back, it scems as if this was the only room in the house
in which the ceiling did not disappear into twilight; the small
hexagonal tiles of the floor, dark red and fitted so tightly together
that the cracks between them were almost imperceptible, were
hard and unyielding under my feet, and a smell of oil paint issued
from the kitchen cupboard.

Everything about this kitchen was typical of a traditional
kitchen. There was nothing special about it. But perhaps it was just
the fact that it was so very much, so very naturally, a kitchen that
has imprinted its memory indelibly on my mind. The atmosphere of

this room is insolubly linked with my idea of a kitchen.




Now | feel like going on and talking about the door handles
which came after the handle on my aunt’s garden gate, about the
ground and the floors, about the soft asphalt warmed by the sun,
about the paving stones covered with chestnut leaves in the
autumn, and about all the doors which closed in such different
ways, one replete and dignified, another with a thin, cheap clatter,
others hard, implacable and intimidating ..

Memories like these contain the deepest architectural experience
that I know. They are the reservoirs of the architectural atmos-
pheres and images that I explore in my work as an architeet.

When | design a building, I frequently find myself sinking into
old, half-forgotten memories, and then I try to recollect what
the remembered architectural situation was really like, what it
had meant to me at the time, and I try to think how it could help
me now to revive that vibrant atmosphere pervaded by the simple
presence of things, in which everything had its own specific place
and form. And although I cannot trace any special forms, there is a
hint of fullness and of richness which makes me think: this I have
seen before. Yet, at the same time, | know that it is all new and
different. and that there is no direct reference to a former work
of architecture which might divulge the secret of the memory-

laden mood.

Made of materials

To me, there is something revealing about the work of Joseph
Beuys and some of the artists of the Arte Povera group. What
impresses me is the precise and sensuous way they use materi-
als. It seems anchored in an ancient, elemental knowledge about
man’s use of materials, and at the same time to expose the very
essence of these materials which is beyond all culturally conveyed

meaning.
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I try to use materials like this in my work. | believe that they can
assume a poetic quality in the context ol an architectural object,
although only if the architect is able to generate a meaningful situ-
ation for them., since materials in themselves are not poetic.

The sense that | try to instill into materials is beyond all rules of
composition, and their tangibility, smell and acoustic qualities are
merely elements of the language that we are obliged to use. Sense
emerges when | succeed in bringing out the specific meanings of
certain materials in my buildings, meanings that can only be
perceived in just this way in this one building.

If we work towards this goal, we must constantly ask ourselves
what the use of a particular material could mean in a specific archi-
tectural context. Good answers to these questions can throw new
light onto both the way in which the material is generally used and
its own inherent sensuous qualities.

If we succeed in this, materials in architecture can be made to

shine and vibrate.

Work within things
It is said that one of the most impressive things about the music of
Johann Sebastian Bach is its “architecture.” Its construction seems
clear and transparent. It is possible to pursue the details of the
melodie, harmonic and rhythmical elements without losing the
feeling for the composition as a whole — the whole which makes
sense of the details. The music seems to be based upon a clear
structure, and if we trace the individual threads of the musical
fabric it is possible to apprehend the rules that govern the structure
of the music.

Construction is the art of making a meaningful whole out of many
parts. Buildings are witnesses to the human ability to construct
concrete things. | believe that the real core of all architectural

work lies in the act of construction. At the point in time when con-
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crete materials are assembled and erected, the architecture we
have been looking for becomes part of the real world.

I feel respect for the art of joining, the ability of craftsmen and
engineers. | am impressed by the knowledge of how to make things,
which lies at the bottom of human skill. T try to design buildings
that are worthy of this knowledge and merit the challenge to this
skill.

People often say, “A lot of work went into this” when they sense
the care and skill that its maker has lavished on a carefully con-
structed object. The notion that our work is an integral part of
what we accomplish takes us to the very limits of our musings
about the value of a work of art, a work of architecture. Are the
effort and skill we put into them really inherent parts of the things
we make? Sometimes, when I am moved by a work of architecture
in the same way as | am moved by music, literature or a painting,

I 'am tempted to think so.

For the silence of sleep

I love music. The slow movements of the Mozart piano concertos,
John Coltrane’s ballads, or the sound of the human voice in certain
songs all move me.

The human ability to invent melodies, harmonies, and rhythms
amazes me.

But the world of sound also embraces the opposite of melody,
harmony, and rhythm. There is disharmony and broken rhythm,
fragments and clusters of sound, and there is also the purely func-
tional sound that we call noise. Contemporary music works with
these elements.

Contemporary architecture should be just as radical as contem-
porary music. But there are limits. Although a work of architecture
based on disharmony and fragmentation, on broken rhythms, clus-

tering and structural disruptions may be able to convey a message,

as soon as we understand its statement our curiosity dies, and all
that is left is the question of the building’s practical usefulness.
Architecture has its own realm. It has a special physical relation-
ship with life. I do not think of it primarily as either a message or a
symbol, but as an envelope and background for life which goes on
in and around it, a sensitive container for the rhythm of footsteps

on the floor, for the concentration of work, for the silence of sleep.

Preliminary promises

In its final, constructed form, architecture has its place in the con-
crete world. This is where it exists. This is where it makes its state-
ment. Portrayals of as yet unrealized architectural works represent
an attempt to give a voice to something which has not yet found its
place in the concrete world for which it is meant. Architectural
drawings try to express as accurately as possible the aura of the
building in its intended place. But precisely the effort of the por-
trayal often serves to underline the absence of the actual object,
and what then emerges is an awareness of the inadequacy of any
kind of portrayal, curiosity about the reality it promises, and
perhaps — if the promise has the power to move us — a longing for
its presence.

If the naturalism and graphic virtuosity of architectural portray-
als are too great, if they lack “open patches” where our imagination
and curiosity about the reality of the drawing can penetrate the
image, the portrayal itself becomes the object of our desire, and our
longing for the reality wanes because there is little or nothing in
the representation that points to the intended reality beyond it. The
portrayal no longer holds a promise. It refers only to itself.

Design drawings that refer to a reality which still lies in the
future are important in my work. I continue working on my drawings
until they reach the delicate point of representation when the pre-

vailing mood | seek emerges, and 1 stop before inessentials start
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learn to understand that which has not yet come into being and
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which has just started to emerge.

Chinks in sealed objects
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Buildings are artificial constructions. They consist of single parts

which must be joined together. To a large degree, the quality of the

finished object is determined by the quality of the joins.

In sculpture, there is a tradition which minimises the expression

of the joints and joins between the single parts in favour of the

overall form. Richard Serra’s steel objects, for example, look just as
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homogenous and integral as the stone and wood sculptures of the

P

older sculptural traditions. Many of the installations and objects

by artists of the 1960s and 70s rely on the simplest and most obvi-

ous methods of joining and connecting that we know. Beuys, Merz

and others often used loose settings in space, coils, folds and layers

when developing a whole from the individual parts.

The direct, seemingly self-evident way in which these objects are
put together is interesting. There is no interruption of the overall
impression by small parts which have nothing to do with the ‘5,
object’s statement. Our perception of the whole is not distracted |
by inessential details. Every touch, every join, every joint is there in

order to reinforce the idea of the quiet presence of the work.
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When [ design buildings, I try to give them this kind of presence.
However, unlike the sculptor, | have to start with functional and !
technical requirements that represent the fundamental task I have
e of devel-

to fulfill. Architecture is always faced with the challeng
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oping a whole out of innumerable details, out of various functions 1 i
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and forms, materials and dimensions. The architect must look for
rational constructions and forms for edges and joints, for the points
where surfaces intersect and different materials meet. These formal
details determine the sensitive transitions within the larger propor-
tions of the building. The details establish the formal rhythm, the
building’s finely fractionated scale.

Details express what the basic idea of the design requires at the
relevant point in the object: belonging or separation, tension or
lightness, friction, solidity. fragility . ..

Details, when they are successful, are not mere decoration. They
do not distract or entertain. They lead to an understanding of the
whole of which they are an inherent part.

There is a magical power in every completed, self-contained
creation. It is as if we succumb to the magic of the fully developed
architectural body. Our attention is caught, perhaps for the first
time, by a detail such as two nails in the floor that hold the steel
plates by the worn-out doorstep. Emotions well up. Something

moves us.

Beyond the symbols
“Anything goes,” say the doers. “Mainstreet is almost all right,” says

1]

Venturi, the architect. “Nothing works any more,” say those who
suffer from the hostility of our day and age. These statements stand
for contradictory opinions, if not for contradictory facts. We get
used to living with contradictions and there are several reasons
for this: traditions erumble, and with them cultural identities.
No one seems really to understand and control the dynamics devel-
oped by economies and politics. Everything merges into everything
else, and mass communication creates an artificial world ol signs.

Arbitrariness prevails.

Postmodern life could be described as a state in which every-
thing bcyund our own pPrsonal hi()graphy seems vague, blurred.
and somehow unreal. The world is full of signs and information,
which stand for things that no one fully understands because they,
oo, turn out to be mere signs for other things. The real thing
remains hidden. No one ever gets to see it.

Nevertheless, | am convinced that real things do exist, however
endangered they may be. There are earth and water, the light of
the sun, landscapes and vegetation: and there are objects, made by
man. such as machines, tools or musical instruments, which are
what they are, which are not mere vehicles for an artistic message,
whose presence is self-evident.

When we look at objects or buildings which seem to be at peace
within themselves, our perception becomes calm and dulled. The
objects we perceive have no message for us, they are simply there.
Our perceptive faculties grow quiet, unprejudiced and unacquisi-
tive. They reach beyond signs and symbols, they are open, empty.
It is as if we could see something on which we cannot focus our
consciousness. Here, in this perceptual vacuum, a memory may
surface, a memory which seems to issue from the depths of time.
Now, our observation of the object embraces a presentiment of the
world in all its wholeness, because there is nothing that cannot be
understood.

There is a power in the ordinary things of everyday life, Edward
Hopper’s paintings seem to say. We only have to look at them long

enough to see it.

Completed landscapes

To me, the presence of certain buildings has something secret
about it. They seem simply to be there. We do not pay any special
attention to them. And yet it is virtually impossible to imagine the

place where they stand without them. These buildings appear to be




anchored firmly in the ground. They make the impression of being
a self-evident part of their surroundings and they seem to be say-
ing: “I am as you see me and I belong here.”

I have a passionate desire to design such buildings, buildings
that, in time, grow naturally into being a part of the form and his-
tory of their place.

Every new work of architecture intervenes in a specific historical
situation. It is essential to the quality of the intervention that
the new building should embrace qualities which can enter into a
meaningful dialogue with the existing situation. For if the interven-
tion is to find its place, it must make us see what already exists in
a new light. We throw a stone into the water. Sand swirls up and
settles again. The stir was necessary. The stone has found its place.
But the pond is no longer the same.

I believe that buildings only be accepted by their surroundings if
they have the ability to appeal to our emotions and minds in vari-
ous ways. Since our feelings and understanding are rooted in the
past, our sensuous connections with a building must respect the
process of remembering. But, as John Berger says, what we remem-
ber cannot be compared to the end of a line. Various possibilities
lead to and meet in the act of remembering. Images, moods, forms,
words, signs or comparisons open up possibilities of approach. We
must construct a radial system of approach that enables us to see
the work of architecture as a focal point from different angles
simultaneously: historically, aesthetically, functionally. personally,

passionately.

The tension inside the body

Among all the drawings produced by architects, my favorites are
the working drawings. Working drawings are detailed and objec-
tive. Created for the craftsmen who are to give the imagined object

a material form, they are free of associative manipulation. They do

not try to convince and impress like project drawings. They seem to
be saying: “This is exactly how it will look.”

Working drawings are like anatomical drawings. They reveal
something of the secret inner tension that the finished architectu-
ral body is reluctant to divulge: the art of joining, hidden geometry,
the friction of materials, the inner forces of bearing and holding,
the human work which is inherent in man-made things.

Per Kirkeby once did a brick sculpture in the form of a house
for a Documenta exhibition in Kassel. The house had no entrance.
Its interior was inaccessible and hidden. It remained a secret,
which added an aura of mystical depth to the sculpture’s other
qualities.

I think that the hidden structures and constructions of a house
should be organized in such a way that they endow the body of the
building with a quality of inner tension and vibration. This is how

violins are made. They remind us of the living bodies of nature.

Unexpected truths

In my youth | imagined poetry as a kind of colored cloud made up

of more or less diffuse metaphors and allusions which, although
they might be enjoyable, were difficult to associate with a reliable
view of the world. As an architect, | have learned to understand
that the opposite of this youthful definition of poetry is probably
closer to the truth.

If a work of architecture consists of forms and contents which
combine to create a strong fundamental mood that is powertful
enough to affect us, it may possess the qualities of a work of art.
This art has, however, nothing to do with interesting configurations
or originality. It is concerned with insights and understanding, and
above all with truth. Perhaps poetry is unexpected truth. It lives in
stillness. Architecture’s artistic task is to give this still expectancy a

form. The building itself is never poetic. At most, it may possess




subtle qualities which, at certain moments, permit us to understand
something that we were never able to understand in quite this way

before.

Desire

The clear, logical development of a work of architecture depends
on rational and objective criteria. When | permit subjective and
unconsidered ideas to intervene in the objective course of the
design process, | acknowledge the significance of personal feelings
in my work.

When architects talk about their buildings. what they say is often
at odds with the statements of the buildings themselves. This is
probably connected with the fact that they tend to talk a good deal
about the rational, thought-out aspects of their work and less about
the secret passion which inspires it.

The design process is based on a constant interplay of feeling and
reason. The feelings, preferences, longings, and desires that emerge
and demand to be given a form must be controlled by critical powers
of reasoning, but it is our feelings that tell us whether abstract con-
siderations really ring true.

To a large degree, designing is based on understanding and
establishing systems of order. Yet I believe that the essential sub-
stance of the architecture we seek proceeds from feeling and
insight. Precious moments of intuition result from patient work.
With the sudden emergence of an inner image, a new line in a
drawing, the whole design changes and is newly formulated within
a fraction of a second. It is as if a powerful drug were suddenly
taking effect. Everything I knew before about the thing I am creat-
ing is flooded by a bright new light. I experience joy and passion,
and something deep inside me seems to affirm: “I want to build this

house!”
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Composing in space

Geometry is about the laws of lines. plane surfaces, and three-
dimensional bodies in space. Geometry can help us understand
how to handle space in architecture.

In architecture, there are two basic possibilities of spatial com-
position: the closed architectural body which isolates space within
itself, and the open body which embraces an area of space that is
connected with the endless continuum. The extension of space can
be made visible through bodies such as slabs or poles placed freely
or in rows in the spatial expanse of a room.

I do not claim to know what space really is. The longer 1 think
about it, the more mysterious it becomes. About one thing, how-
ever, | am sure: when we, as architects, are concerned with space,
we are concerned with but a tiny part of the infinity that surrounds
the earth, and yet each and every building marks a unique place in
this infinity.

With this idea in mind, I start by sketching the first plans and
sections of my design. | draw spatial diagrams and simple volumes.
I try to visualize them as precise bodies in space, and I feel it is im-
portant to sense exactly how they define and separate an area of
interior space from the space that surrounds them, or how they con-
tain a part of the infinite spatial continuum in a kind of open vessel.

Buildings that have a strong impact always convey an intense
feeling of their spatial quality. They embrace the mysterious void

called space in a special way and make it vibrate.

Common sense

Designing is inventing. When | was still at arts and cralts school, we
tried to follow this principle. We looked for a new solution to every
problem. We felt it was important to be avant-garde. Not until later
did I realize that there are basically only a very few architectural

problems for which a valid solution has not already been found.

21




In retrospect, my education in design seems somewhat a-histori-
cal. Our role models were the pioneers and invento
Bauen.” We regarded architectural history as a part of general edu-
cation, which had little influence on our work as designe
we frequently invented what had already been invented, and we
tried our hand at inventing the uninventable.

This kind of training in design is not without its educational
value. Later, however, as practicing architects, we do well to get
acquainted with the enormc fund of knowledge and srience
contained in the history of architecture. | believe that if we inte-
grate this in our work, we have a hetter chance of making a genu-
ine contribution of our own.

*hitecture is, how , not a linear process that leads more or
cally and directly from a ritectural history to new 1d-

. On the search for the architecture that | envisage, | frequently
experience stifling moments of emptiness. Nothing | can think of
seems to tally with what T want and cannot yet envisage. At these
moments, | try to shake off the academic knowledge of archi ire
I have acquired because it has suddenly started to hold me back.
This helps. I find I can breathe mo freely. I catch a whiff of the
old familiar mood of the inventors and pioneers. Design has once

again become invention.

The creative act in which a work of architecture comes into

being goes beyond all historic 1l and technical knowledge. Its focus

is on the dialogue with the issues of our time. At the moment of its
creation, architecture is bound to the present in a very special way.
It reflects the spirit of its inventor and gi its own answers to the
questions of our time through its functional form and appearance,
its relationship with other works of architecture and with the place
where it stands.

The answers to these questions which I can formulate as an archi-
tect are limited. Our times of change and transition do not permit

big gestures. There are only a few remaining common values left




upon which we can build and which we all share. 1 thus appeal for
a kind of architecture of common sense based on the fundamentals
that we still know, understand, and feel. I carefully observe the
concrete appearance of the world, and in my buildings I try to
enhance what seems to be valuable, to correct what is disturhing,

and to create anew what we feel is missing.

Melancholy perceptions

Ettore Scola’s film “Le bal” recounts fifty vears of European history
with no dialogue and a complete unity of place. It consists solely of
music and the motion of people moving and dancing. We remain in
the same room with the same people throughout, while time goes
by and the dancers grow older.

The focus of the film is on its main characters. But it is the ball-
room with its tiled floor and its paneling, the stairs in the back-
ground and the lion’s paw at the side which creates the [ilm’s
dense, powerful atmosphere. Or is it the other way round? Is it the
people who endow the room with its particular mood?

I ask this question because I am convinced that a good building
must be capable of absorbing the traces of human life and thus of
taking on a specific richness.

Naturally, in this context I think of the patina of age on materi-
als, of innumerable small seratches on surfaces, of varnish that has
grown dull and brittle, and of edges polished by use. But when |
close my eyes and try to forget both these physical traces and my
own first associations, what remains is a different impression, a
deeper feeling — a consciousness of time passing and an awareness
of the human lives that have been acted out in these places and
rooms and charged them with a special aura. At these moments,
architecture’s aesthetic and practical values, stylistic and historical
significance are of secondary importance. What matters now is only

this feeling of deep melancholy. Architecture is exposed to life. It
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its body is sensitive enough. it can assume a quality that bears wit-

ness to the reality of past life.

Steps left behind

When I work on a design I allow myself to be guided by images and
moods that I remember and can relate to the kind of architecture
I am looking for. Most of the images that come to mind originate
from my subjective experience and are only rarely accompanied by
a remembered architectural commentary. While | am designing
I try to find out what these images mean so that | can learn how to
create a wealth of visual forms and atmospheres.

After a certain time, the object | am designing takes on some of
the qualities of the images I use as models. If I can find a meaning-
ful way of interlocking and superimposing these qualities, the
object will assume a depth and richness. If I am to achieve this
effect, the qualities I am giving the design must merge and blend
with the constructional and formal structure of the finished build-
ing. Form and construction, appearance and function are no longer
separate. They belong together and form a whole.

When we look at the finished building, our eyes. guided by our
analytical mind, tend to stray and look for details to hold on to. But
the synthesis of the whole does not become comprehensible
through isolated details. Everything refers to everything.

At this moment, the initial images fade into the background. The
models, words, and comparisons that were necessary for the crea-
tion of the whole disappear like steps that have been left behind.
The new building assumes the focal position and is itself. Its history

begins.
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Resistance

I believe that architecture today needs to reflect on the tasks and
possibilities which are inherently its own. Architecture is not a vehi-
cle or a symbol for things that do not belong to its essence. In a
society that celebrates the inessential, architecture can put up a
resistance, counteract the waste of forms and meanings. and speak
its own language.

I believe that the language of architecture is not a question of a
specific style. Every building is built for a specific use in a specific
place and for a specific society. My buildings try to answer the
questions that emerge from these simple facts as precisely and crit-

ically as they can.
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The hard core of beauty
1991

Two weeks ago | happened to hear a radio program on the Ameri-
can poet William Carlos Williams. The program was entitled “The
Hard Core of Beauty.” This phrase caught my attention. | like the
idea that beauty has a hard core, and when I think of architecture
this association of beauty and a hard core has a certain familiarity.
“The machine is a thing that has no superfluous parts,” Williams is
supposed to have said. And | immediately think I know what he
meant. It’s a thought that Peter Handke alludes to, [ feel, when he
says that beauty lies in natural, grown things that do not carry any
signs or messages, and when he adds that he is upset when he can-
not discover, dis-cover, the meaning of things for himself.

And then | learned from the radio program that the poetry of
William Carlos Williams is based on the conviction that there are
no ideas except in the things themselves. and that the purpose of his
art was to direct his sensory perception to the world of things in
order to make them his own.

In Williams’s work, said the speaker, this takes place seemingly
unemotionally and laconically, and it is precisely for this reason
that his texts have such a strong emotional impact.

What | heard appeals to me: not to wish to stir up emotions with
buildings. | think to myself, but to allow emotions to emerge, to be.
And: to remain close to the thing itself, close to the essence of the
thing | have to shape, confident that if the building is conceived
accurately enough for its place and its function, it will develop its
own strength, with no need for artistic additions.

The hard core of beauty: concentrated substance.

But where are architecture’s fields of force that constitute its

substance, above and beyond all superficiality and arbitrariness?

27




Italo Calvino tells us in his “Lezioni americane” about the ltal-
ian poet Giacomo Leopardi who saw the beauty of a work of art. in
his case the beauty of literature, in its vagueness, openness, and
indeterminacy, because this leaves the form open for many differ-
ent meanings.

Leopardi’s statement seems convincing enough. Works or objects
of art that move us are multi-faceted: they have numerous and
perhaps endless layers of meaning which overlap and interweave,
and which change as we change our angle of observation.

But how is the architect to obtain this depth and multiplicity
in a building of his making? Can vagueness and openness be
planned? Is there not a contradiction here to the claim of accuracy
that Williams’s argument seems to imply?

Calvino finds a surprising answer to this in a text by Leopardi.
Calvino points out that in Leopardi’s own texts, this lover of the
indeterminate reveals a painstaking fidelity to the things he de-
scribes and offers to our contemplation, and he comes to the con-
clusion: “This, then, is what Leopardi demands of us so that we can
enjoy the beauty of the indeterminate and vague! He calls for
highly accurate and pedantic attention in the composition of each
picture, in the meticulous definition of details, in the choice of
objects, lighting and atmosphere with the aim of attaining the
desired vagueness.” Calvino closes with the seemingly paradoxi-

wer

cal proclamation: “The poet of the vague can only he the poet
of precision!”

What interests me in this story reported by Calvino is not the
exhortation to precision and patient, detailed work with which we
are all familiar, but the implication that richness and multiplicity
emanate from the things themselves if we observe them attentively
and give them their due. Applied to architecture, this means for me

that power and multiplicity must be developed from the assigned

task or, in other words, from the things that constitute it.
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John Cage said in one of his lectures that he is not a composer who
hears music in his mind and then attempts to write it down. He has
another way of operating. He works out concepts and structures and
then has them performed to find out how they sound.

When I read this statement | remembered how we recently
developed a project for a thermal bath in the mountains in my stu-
dio, not by forming preliminary images of the building in our
minds and subsequently adapting them to the assignment, but by

endeavoring to answer basic questions arising from the location of

the given site, the purpose, and the building materials - mountain,
rock, water — which at first had no visual content in terms of exist-
ing architecture.

It was only after we had succeeded in answering, step by step, the
questions posed by the site, purpose and material that structures
and spaces emerged which surprised us and which I believe possess
the potential of a primordial force that reaches deeper than the
mere arrangement of stylistically preconceived forms.

Occupying oneself with the inherent laws of conerete things such
as mountains, rock, and water in connection with a building assign-
ment offers a chance of apprehending and expressing some of the
primal and as it were “culturally innocent” attributes of these
elements, and of developing an architecture that sets out from and
returns to real things. Preconceived images and stylistically pre-
fabricated form idioms are qualified only to block the access to
this goal.

My Swiss colleagues Herzog and de Meuron say that architecture
as a single whole no longer exists today, and that it accordingly has
to be artificially created in the head of the designer, as an act of
precise thinking. The two architects derive from this assumption
their theory of architecture as a form of thought, an architecture
which, | suppose, should reflect its cerebrally conceived wholeness

in a special way.
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I do not intend to pursue these architects” theory of architecture
as a form of thought, but unly the assumption on which it is based,
namely that the wholeness of a building in the old sense of the
master builders no longer exists.

Personally, I still believe in the self-sufficient, corporeal whole-
ness ol an architectural object as the essential, if difficult, aim of
my work. if not as a natural or given fact.

Yet how are we to achieve this wholeness in architecture at a
time when the divine, which once gave things a meaning, and even
reality itself seem to be dissolving in the endless flux of transitory
signs and images”

’eter Handke writes of his endeavors to make texts and descrip-
tions part of the environment they relate to. If T understand him
correctly, I am confronted here not only by the all-too-familiar
awareness of the difficulty of eliminating artificiality in things
created in an artificial act and of making them part of the world of
ordinary and natural things, but also by the belief that truth lies in
the things themselves.

I believe that if artistic processes strive for wholeness, they al-

ways attempt to give their creations a presence akin to that found

in the things of nature or in the natural environment.

Consequently, | find that I can understand Handke, who in the
same interview refers to himself as a writer about places, when he
requires of his texts that “there should be no additives in them,
but a cognizance of details and of their interlinking to. form a (..
factual complex.”

The word Handke uses to designate what 1 have here called a
factual complex, namely “Sachverhalt,” seems to me to be mean-
ingful with regard to the aim of whole and unadulterated thing
exact factual contents must be brought together. buildings must be
thought of as complexes whose details have been rightly identified
and put into a factual relationship to each other. A factual rela-

tionship!
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The point that emerges here is the reduction of the contents
to real things. Handke also speaks, in this context, of fidelity to
things. He would like his descriptions, he says, to be experienced as
faithfulness to the place they describe and not as supplementary
coloring.

Statements of this kind help me to come to terms with the dis-
satisfaction I often experience when I contemplate recent architec-
ture. | frequently come across buildings that have been designed
with a good deal of effort and a will to find a special form, and |
find I am put off by them. The architect responsible for the build-
ing is not present, but he talks to me unceasingly from every detail,
he keeps on saying the same thing. and | quickly lose interest.
Good architecture should receive the human visitor, should enable
him to experience it and live in it, but it should not constantly talk
at him.

Why, I often wonder, is the obvious but difficult solution so
rarely tried? Why do we have so little confidence in the basic
things architecture is made from: material, structure, construction,
bearing and being borne, earth and sky, and confidence in spaces
that are really allowed to be spaces — spaces whose enclosing walls
and constituent materials, concavity, emptiness, light, air, odor,
receptivity and resonance are handled with respect and care?

I personally like the idea of designing and building houses from
which | can withdraw at the end of the forming process, leaving
behind a building that is itself, that serves as a place to live in and
a part of the world of things, and that can manage perfectly well
without my personal rhetoric.

To me, buildings can have a beautiful silence that [ associate
with attributes such as composure, self-evidence, durability, pres-
ence and integrity, and with warmth and sensuousness as well;
a building that is being itsell, being a building, not representing

anything. just being.
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Say that it is a crude effect, black reds,
Pink yellows, orange whites, too much as they are

To be anything else in the sunlight of the room.

Too much as they are to be changed by metaphor,
Too actual, things that in being real

Make any imaginings of them lesser things.

This is the beginning of the poem “Bouquet of Roses in Sunlight”
by the American lyricist of quiet contemplation, Wallace Stevens.

Wallace Stevens, | read in the introduction to his collection
ol poems, accepted the challenge of looking long, patiently and
exactly and of dis-covering and understanding things. His poems
are not a protest or a complaint against a lost law and order, nor are
they the expression of any sort of consternation, but they seek a
harmony which is possible all the same and which = in his case -
can only be that of the poem. (Calvino goes a step further along
this line of thought in an attempt to define his literary work when
he says that he has only one defense against the loss of form that he
sees all around him: an idea of literature.)

For Stevens reality was the wished-for goal. Surrealism, it
appears, did not impress him, for it invents without discovering. He
pointed out that to portray a shell playing an accordion is to invent,
not discover. And so it crops up once again, this fundamental
thought that I seem to find in Williams and Handke, and that | also
sense in the paintings of Edward Hopper: it is only between the
reality of things and the imagination that the spark of the work of
art is kindled.

If I translate this statement into architectural terms, I tell myself
that the spark of the successful building can only be kindled be-
tween the reality of the things pertaining to it and the imagination.

And this is no revelation to me, but the confirmation of something
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I continually strive for in my work, and the confirmation of a wish
whose roots seem to be deep inside me.

But to return to the question one final time: where do I find the
reality on which [ must concentrate my powers of imagination when
attempting to design a building for a particular place and purpose?

One key to the answer lies. | believe, in the words "place" and
“purpose” themselves.

In an essay entitled “Building Dwelling Thinking,” Martin
Heidegger wrote: “Living among things is the basic principle of
human existence,” which 1 understand to mean that we are neverin
an abstract world but always in a world of things, even when we think.
And, once again Heidegger: “The relationship of man to places and
through places to spaces is based on his dwelling in them.”

The concept of dwelling, understood in Heidegger’s wide sense
of living and thinking in places and spaces, contains an exact refer-
ence to what reality means to me as an architect.

[tis not the reality of theories detached from things, it is the real-
ity of the concrete building assignment relating to the act or state of
dwelling that interests me and upon which I wish to concentrate my
imaginative faculties. It is the reality of building materials - stone,
cloth, steel, leather... - and the reality of the structures
I use to construct the building whose properties I wish to penetrate
with my imagination, bringing meaning and sensuousness to bear
so that the spark of the successful building may be kindled,
a building that can serve as a home for man.

The reality of architecture is the concrete body in which forms,
volumes, and spaces come into being. There are no ideas except

in things.
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From passion for things
to the things themselves
1994

It is important to me to reflect about architecture, to step back [rom
my daily work and take a look at what I am doing and why | am
doing it. I love doing this, and | think I need it, too. I do not work
towards architecture from a theoreticall)" defined point of depar-
ture, for I am committed to making architecture, to building, to an
ideal of perfection, just as in my boyhood | used to make things
according to my ideas, things that had to be just right, for reasons
which I do not really understand. It was always there, this deeply
personal feeling for the things I made for myself, and I never
thought of it as being anything special. It was just there.

Today, I am aware that my work as an architect is largely a quest
for this early passion, this obsession, and an attempt to understand
it better and to refine it. And when | reflect on whether | have since
added new images and passions to the old ones, and whether I have
learned something in my training and practice, | realize that in
some way | seem always to have known the intuitive core of new

discoveries.

Places

I live and work in the Graubiinden in a farming village surrounded

by mountains. I sometimes wonder whether this has influenced my

work, and the thought that it probably has is not unpleasant.
Would the buildings I design look different if, instead of living in

Graubiinden, | had spent the past 25 years in the landscape of my

_muth on the northern foothills of the Jura mountains, with their
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rolling hills and beech woods and the familiar, reassuring vicinity
of the urbane city of Basel?

As soon as [ begin to think about this question, | realize that my
work has been influenced by many places.

When | concentrate on a specific site or place for which | am
going to design a building, if T try to plumb its depths, its form, its
history, and its sensuous qualities, images of other places start to
invade this process of precise observation: images of places that
I know and that once impressed me, images of ordinary or special
places that I carry with me as inner visions of specific moods and
qualities; images of architectural situations, which emanate from
the world of art, of films, theater or literature.

Sometimes they come to me unbidden, these images of places
that are frequently at first glance inappropriate or alien, images of
places of many different origins. At other times | summon them. |
need them, for it is only when I confront and compare the essentials
of different places, when I allow similar, related, or maybe alien
elements to cast their light on the place of my intervention that the
focused, multifaceted image of the local essence of the site emerges,
a vision that reveals connections, exposes lines of force and creates
excitement. It is now that the fertile, creative ground appears, and
the network of possible approaches to the specific place emerge and
trigger the processes and decisions of design. So I immerse myself
in the place and try to in habit it in my imagination, and at the same
time I look beyond it at the world of my other places.

When | come across a building that has developed a special pres-
ence in connection with the place it stands in, I sometimes feel that
it is imbued with an inner tension that refers to something over and
above the place itself. ‘

It seems to be part of the essence of its place, and at the same
time it speaks of the world as a whole.

When an architectural design draws solely from tradition and

only repeats the dictates of its site, | sense a lack of a genuine con-
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cern with the world and the emanations of contemporary life. If a
work of architecture speaks only of contemporary trends and
sophisticated visions without triggering vibrations in its place, this
work is not anchored in its site, and I miss the specific gravity of the

ground it stands on.

Observations

1 We were standing around the drawing table talking about a pro-
ject by an architect whom we all hold in high regard. I considered
the project interesting in many ways. I mentioned several of its spe-
cific qualities and added that some time previously | had laid aside
my positive prejudice which sprang from my high estimation of the
architect and taken an unbiased look at the project. And I had
come to the conclusion that, as a whole, I did not really like it. We
discussed the possible reasons for my impression and came up
with a few details without arriving at a valid conclusion. And then
one of the younger members of the group, a talented and usually
rationally-thinking architect, said: “It is an interesting building
for all sorts of theoretical and practical reasons. The trouble is, it
has no soul.”

Some weeks later, | was sitting outdoors drinking cotfee with my
wife and discussing the issue of buildings with a soul. We talked
about several works of architecture that we knew and described
them to each other. And when we recalled buildings that had the
characteristics we were looking for and pinpointed their special
qualities, we became aware that there are buildings that we love.
And whereas we knew almost at once which ones belonged to the
special category in which we were interested, we found it difficult
to find a common denominator for their qualities. Our attempt to
generalize seemed to rob the individual buildings of their splendor.

But the subject continued to prey on my mind, and I resolved to

try and write some brief descriptions of architectural situations that
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I love, fragmentary approaches based on personal experiences that
have a connection with my work, and in so doing to move within
the same mental framework in which I think when I am concerned

with generating the essentials of a work of my own.

2 The main rooms of the small mountain hotel overlooked the val-
ley on the broad side of the long building. It had two adjacent
wood-paneled reception rooms on the ground floor, both of them
accessible from the corridor and connected by a door. The smaller
of them looked like a comfortable place in which to sit and read,
and the larger one, with five well-placed tables, was clearly the
place in which meals were served. On the first floor there were
bedrooms with deep, shady wooden balconies, on the second floor
more bedrooms opening onto terraces.

[ would enjoy looking at the open sky from the upper rooms,
I thought, as we approached the hotel for the first time. But the
thought of staying in one of the first floor rooms and reading or
writing in the intimate atmosphere of the shady balcony in the late
afternoon seemed no less inviting.

There was an opening in the wall at the foot of the staircase lead-
ing from the upper floors to the entrance. A serving hatch. In the
early afternoons it held fruit flans and white plates for the guests.
The smell of the fresh flans took us by surprise as we came down
the stairs, and kitchen noises issued from the half-open door of the
opposite room.

After a day or two we knew our way around. There were deck
chairs stacked along the side of the hotel, which adjoins the mead-
ow. A little way away, in the half shadow at the edge of the wood,
we noticed a woman sitting in a deck chair, reading. We picked up
two of the chairs and looked for a spot of our own. During the day
we usually drank our coffee at one of the wooden folding tables on
the narrow veranda at the front. They were hinged at regular inter-

vals along the front parapet. Good places to sit, these small tables
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clinging to the edge of the veranda the sill was just the right height
for use as an elbow-rest.

Conversations with the other guests usually took place at dusk at
the other veranda tables, placed in a row against the facade and
protected [rom the weather by the projecting upper floors. The
french window to the veranda was opened after the evening meal;
we all stretched our legs and looked out over the valley, and then
sat with a drink by the wall that was still warm from the day’s sun-
shine. Once, after the evening meal, we were invited to sit at the
large corner table at the far end of the veranda near the entrance.
During the day, that spot always seemed to be used by the regulars
of the house. I never sat in this niche, which caught the morning
sun at the other end of the veranda. On sunny mornings there was
usually someone already sitting there, reading.

When | think about buildings that provide me with natural spa-
tial conditions appropriate to the place, to the daily routine, my
activities and the way I am feeling, when I conjure up mental pic-
tures of works of architecture that give me space to live and seem
to anticipate and satisfy my needs, this mountain hotel always comes

to mind. It was designed by a painter for himself and his guests,

3 Our first impression of the outside of the restaurant made us
hopeful that we had found something better than the other places
along the main road of the tourist village. We were not disappointed.
Entering through the narrow porch, which, as it turned out, was
built from the inside behind the main door like a wooden shed, we
found ourselves in a large, high-ceilinged, hall-like room, its walls
and ceiling lined with dark, matt, gleaming wood: regularly placed
frames and panels, wainscoting, cornices, indented joists resting on
brackets with ornamental scrolls.

The atmosphere of the room seemed dark, even gloomy, until
our eyes grew accustomed to the light. The gloom soon gave way

to a mood of gentleness. The daylight entering through the tall,
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rhythmically placed windows lit up certain sections of the room,
while other parts which did not benefit from the reflection of the
light from the paneling lay withdrawn in half-shadow.

As soon as | entered the room my eye was caught by an extension
in the center of the long outer wall. a semi-circular bulge large
enough to accommodate five tables along the curved wall by the
windows. The floor of the room-height niche was on a slightly
higher level than the rest of the hall. No doubt about it, I thought,
this was where [ wanted to sit. Two of the tables were still free. The
people sitting there, doubtless ordinary guests of the restaurant,
had a privileged air about them.

We hesitated and finally decided on a table in the almost empty
main part of the hall. Yet we hesitated again, and instead of sitting
down we went in search of service. After a while a girl appeared
through a door in the paneling of the inner wall and led us to a
table in the niche. We sat down. The slight feeling of irritation
occasioned by our arrival soon abated. We lit our first cigarettes
and ordered some wine.

At the next table two women were holding an animated conver-
sation. One of them was speaking American, the other Swiss Ger-
man. Neither of them spoke a word in the other’s language. The
voices of the people in the group at the next table but one sounded
pleasantly far away. I looked around and gradually absorbed the
moaod. [ felt at ease sitting in the light of one of the windows, which
now seemed taller than ever, and looking into the darkened
expanse of the hall. The other guests, busy with their conversations
and their meals, also seemed happy to be sitting there; they be-
haved naturally, undisturbed by other people’s presence, with an
unconstrained considerateness for their fellow guests which lent
them an air of dignity. Occupied as | was with my own activities, my
gaze nevertheless alit occasionally on other faces, and | realized
that I liked the feeling of their proximity - in this room in which

we all looked our best.
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4 Driving along a road on the coast of California, we finally arrived
at the school that was listed in the architectural guide: a sprawling
complex of pavilions spread out over a large expanse of flat land
high over the Pacilic. Barely any trees, karstic rock thrusting
thmugh the turf, a few houses in the immediate vicinity. The rows
of tall, single-storey buildings with flat, projecting roofs were
connected by asphalt paths covered by concrete slabs on steel
columns, and the regular arrangement of the paths and pavilions
which appeared to accommodate the classrooms was periodically
interrupted by buildings with a special function at which we could
only guess. It was during the school holidays. and the complex was
deserted. The windows were set high up in the walls, and it was
hard to see into the classrooms. We came across a large metal door
to a side courtyard which seemed to belong to one of the classrooms.
It was slightly open, and we managed to catch a glimpse of a room
with desks and a blackboard. It was plainly furnished. The walls
and the floor showed signs of intensive use, and the daylight enter-
ing through the high windows lent the room an atmosphere that
was both concentrated and gentle.

Protection from the sun, shelter from the wind and rain, an
intelligent approach to the issue of lighting, | thought: and I was
aware that | had by no means grasped all the specific qualities of
this architecture - the straightforward simplicity of its structure,
for example, which was reminiscent of industrial precast concrete
constructions, or its spaciousness, or its lack of the pedantic refine-
ments that abound in schools in Switzerland.

My visit had been worthwhile. Once again, | resolved to begin
my work with the simple, practical things, to make these things big
and good and beautiful. to make them the starting point of the spe-

cific form, like a master builder who understands his metier.

5 At the age of eighteen, when | was approaching the end of my

apprenticeship as a cabinetmaker, I made my first self-designed
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pieces of furniture. The master cabinetmaker or the client deter-
mined the form of most of the furniture made in our shop, and |
seldom liked it. I did not even like the wood we used for the best
picces: walnut. I chose light-colored ash for my bed and cupboard,
and | made them so that they looked good on all sides, with the
same wood and the same careful work back and front. I disregarded
the usual practice of expending less time and care on the back
because no one ever sees it anyway. At long last | was able to round
off the edges only slightly without being corrected. running the
sandpaper swiftly and lightly over the edges to soften their sharp-
ness without losing the elegance and fineness of the lines. I barely
touched the corners where three edges meet. | fitted the door of
the cupboard into the frame at the front with a maximum of preci-
sion so that it closed almost hermetically, with a gentle frictional
resistance and a barely audible sound of escaping air.

I felt good working on this cupboard. Making the precisely fit-
ting joints and exact shapes to form a whole, a complete object that
corresponded to my inner vision, triggered in me a state of intense
concentration, and the finished piece of furniture added a fresh-

ness to my environment.

6 The idea is the following: a long. narrow block of basalt stone
projecting a good three storeys out of the ground. The block is
hollowed out on all sides until only a long middle rib and a number
of transverse. horizontal ribs remain. Seen in cross-section,
the imagined block now looks like a geometrical tree or the letter T
with three horizontal strokes: a stone object on the outskirts of
the Old Town, dark, almost black, matt, gleaming - and at the
same time the load bearing and spatial structure of a three-story
building -, cast in dark stained cement, jointless, varnished with
stone oil, with surfaces that feel like paraffin wax. Door-sized
openings in the ribs, simple holes in the stone, expose the sheer

mass of the material.
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We handle this stone sculpture with the utmost care, for even at
this stage it is already almost the whole building. We design the
joints of the boards in which it is cast like a fine network covering
all the surfaces with a regular pattern, and we are careful to ensure
that the joints arising during the section-wise casting of the con-
crete will disappear into the network. The thin steel frames project-
ing from the stone like blades in the middle of the door are intend-
ed to hold the wings of the doors, and lightweight glass and sheet
metal panels are inserted between the stone consoles of the floor
slabs so that the intermediate spaces between the ribs become
rooms like glazed verandas.

Our clients are of the opinion that the careful way in which we
treat our materials, the way we develop the joints and transitions
from one element of the building to the other, and the precision of
detail to which we aspire are all too elaborate. They want us to use
more common components and constructions, they do not want us
to make such high demands on the craftsmen and technicians who
are collaborating with us: they want us to build more cheaply.

When I think of the air of quality that the building could
eventually emanate on its appointed site in five vears or five dec-
ades, when | consider that to the people who will encounter it, the
only thing that will count is what they see, that which was finally
constructed, 1 do not find it so hard to put up a resistance to our

clients” wishes.

7 I revisited the hall with the niche in the end wall that I liked so
much and which I tried to describe earlier. I was no longer sure
whether the floor of the niche was really on a higher level than the
rest of the hall. It was not. Nor was the difference in brightness
between the niche and the hall as great as | remembered it, and
I was disappointed by the dull light on the wall paneling.

This difference between the reality and my memories did not

surprise me. I have never been a good observer, and I have never
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really wanted to be. | like absorbing moods, moving in spatial situa-
tions, and | am satisfied when I am able to retain a feeling, a strong
general impression from which | can later extract details as from
a painting, and when I can wonder what it was that triggered the
sense of protection, warmth, lightness or spaciousness that has
stayed in my memory. When 1 look back like this it seems impos-
sible to distinguish between architecture and life, between spatial
situations and the way I experience them. Even when | concentrate
exclusively on the architecture and try to understand what I have
seen, my perception of it resonates in what I have experienced and
thus colors what | have observed. Memories of similar experi-
ences thrust their way in, too, and thus images of related architec-
tural situations overlap. The difference in the floor levels of the
niche and the hall could well have existed. Perhaps it even did exist
once and was later removed? Or, if it was never there, perhaps it
should be added, as an improvement to the room?

Now I have fallen back into my role as an architect, and 1 realize
once more how much I enjoy working with my old passions and

images, and how they help me to find what I am looking for.

45







The body of architecture
1996

1 Twasinterviewed by the curator of the museum. He tried to sound
me out by means of clever, unexpected questions. What did I think
about architecture, what was important to me about my work -
these were the things he wanted to know. The tape recorder was
on. | did my best. At the end of the interview. | realized that I was
not really satisfied with my answers.

Later that evening, | talked to a friend about Aki Kaurismiki’s
latest film. I admire the director’s empathy and respect for his char-
acters. He does not keep his actors on a leash: he does not exploit
them to express a concept, but rather shows them in a light that lets
us sense their dignity, and their secrets. Kaurismiiki’s art lends his
films a feeling of warmth, I told my colleague - and then | knew
what it was I would have liked to have said on the tape this morn-
ing. To build houses like Kaurismiiki makes films - that’s what |

would like to do.

2 The hotel in which I was staying was remodeled by a French star
designer whose work I do not know because | am not interested
in trendy design. But from the moment I entered the hotel, the
atmosphere created by his architecture began to take effect. Artifi-
cial light illuminated the hall like a stage. Abundant, muted light.
Bright accents on the reception desks, different kinds of natural
stone in niches in the wall. People ascending the graceful stairway
to the encircling gallery stood out against a shining golden wall.
Above, one could sit in one of the dress circle boxes overlooking
the hall and have a drink or a snack. There are only good seats

here. Christopher Alexander, who speaks in “pattern language” of
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spatial situations in which people instinctively feel good, would
have been pleased. I sat in a box overlooking the hall. a spectator,
feeling that T was part of the designer’s stage set. I liked looking
down on the activity below where people came and went, entered

and exited. I felt | understood why the architect is so successful.

3 She had seen a small house by Frank Lloyd Wright that made a
great impression on her, said H. Its rooms were so small and inti-
mate, their ceilings so low. There was a tiny library with special
lighting and a lot of decorative architectural elements, and the whole
house made a strong horizontal impression which she had never
experienced before. The old lady was still living there. There was
no need for me to go and see the house, I thought. | knew just what

she meant, and I knew the feeling of “home” that she described.

4 The members of the jury were shown buildings by architects
competing for an architectural award. 1 studied the documents
describing a small red house in a rural setting, a barn converted
into a dwelling which had been enlarged by the architect and the
inhabitants. The extension was a success, | thought. Although you
could see what had been done to the house beneath the saddle
roof, the change was well-modeled and integrated. The window
openings were sensi-tively placed. The old and the new were bal-
anced and harmonious. The new parts of the house did not seem to
be saying “l am new,” but rather “l am part of the new whole.”
Nolhing spcclacular or innovative, nothing striking. Based perhaps
on a somewhat outdated design principle, an old-fashioned
approach attuned to craftsmanship. We agreed that we could not
award this conversion a prize for design — for that its architectural
claims were too modest. Yet I enjoy thinking back on the small red

house.
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5 In a book about timber construction, my attention was caught
by photographs of huge areas of closely packed tree trunks floating
on wide expanses of water. | also liked the picture on the cover of
the book, a collage of lengths of wood arranged in layers like a cross
section. The numerous photos of wooden buildings, despite the fact
that they were architecturally commendable, were less appealing.
I have not built wooden houses for a long time.

A young colleague asked me how I would go about building a
house of wood after working for some years with stone and con-
crete, steel and glass. At once, I had a mental image of a house-
sized block of solid timber, a dense volume made of the biological
substance of wood, horizontally layered and precisely hollowed
out. . A house like this would change its shape, would swell and
contract, expand and decrease in height, a phenomenon that would
have to be an integral part of the design. My young colleague told
me that in Spanish. his mother tongue, the words wood. mother
and material were similar: “madera,” “madre,” “materia.” We
started talking about the sensuous qualities and cultural significance
of the elemental materials of wood and stone, and about how we

could express these in our buildings.

6 Central Park South, New York, a hall on the first floor. It was
evening. Before me. framed by the soaring, shining, stony city, lay
the huge wooded rectangle of the park. Great cities are based on
great, clear, well-ordered concepts, T thought. The rectangular
pattern of the streets, the diagonal line of Broadway, the coastal
lines of the peninsula. The buildings, packed densely in their right-
angled grid, looming up in the sky. individualistic, in love with
themselves, anonymous, reckless, tamed by the straitjacket of the

grid.

7 The former townhouse looked somewhat lost in the park-like

expanse. It was the only building in that part of the town to have
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survived the destruction of the Second World War. Previously used
as an embassy, it was now being enlarged by a third of its original
size according to the plans of a competent architect. Hard and self-
assured, the extension stood side by side with the old building; on
the one hand a hewn stone base, stucco facades and balustrades, on
the other a compressed modern annex made of exposed concrete,
a restrained, disciplined volume, which alluded to the old main
building while maintaining a distinet, dialogic distance in terms of
its design.

I found myself thinking about the old castle in my village. It has
been altered and extended many times over the centuries, develop-
ing gradually from a cluster of free-standing buildings into a closed
complex with an inner courtyard. A new architectural whole
emerged at each stage of its development. Historical incongruities
were not architecturally recorded. The old was adapted to the new,
or the new to the old, in the interest of the complete, integrated
appearance of its latest stage of evolution. Only when one analyzes
the substance of the walls, strips them of their plaster and examines

their joints do these old buildings reveal their complex genesis.

8 | entered the exhibition pavilion. Once again, I was confronted
by sloping walls, slanted planes, surfaces linked loosely and play-
fully together, battens and ropes hanging, leaning, floating or pull-
ing, taut or projecting. The composition disclaimed the right-angle
and sought an informal balance. The architecture made a dynamic
impression, symbolizing movement. Its gestures filled the available
space, wanting to he looked at, to make their mark. There was
hardly any room left for me. | followed the winding path indicated
by the architecture.

In the next pavilion I met with the spacious elegance of the Bra-
zilian master’s sweeping lines and forms. Once again. my interest
was captured by the large rooms and the emptiness of the huge out-

door spaces in the photos of his work.
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9 A.told me that she had seen many tattooed women on the beach

of a small se

side resort in the “Cinque Terra” region, a holiday
destination visited mainly by ltalians. The women underline the
individuality of their bodies, use them to proclaim their identity.
The body as a refuge in a world which would appear to be flooded
by artificial signs of life, and in which philosophers ponder on virt-
ual reality.

The human body as an object of contemporary art. Surveys,

disclosures that seek knowledge, or the human hody as a fetish of

self-assertion which can only succeed when looked at in the mirror
or seen through the eyes of others?

This autumn, I visited the room with the exhibition of contem-
porary architectural projects from France. | saw shining objects
made of glass, gentle shapes, without edges. Taut, elegant curves
rounding off the geometrical volumes of the objects at specific
points. Their lines reminded me of Rodin’s drawings of nudes and
endowed the objects with the quality of sculptures. Architectural
models. Models. Beautiful bodies, celebrations of surface texture,

skin, hermetic and flawless, embracing the bodies.

10 A glass partition divided up the length of the narrow corridor of
the old hotel. The wing of a door below, a firmly fixed pane of glass
above, no frame, the panes clamped and held at the corners by two
metal clasps. Normally done. nothing special. Certainly not a
design by an architect. But I liked the door.

Was it because of the proportions of the two panes of glass, the
form and position of the clamps, the gleaming of the glass in the
muted colors of the dark corridor, or was it because the upper pane
of glass, which was taller than the average-height swing door below

it, emphasized the height of the corridor? I did not know.

11 | was shown some photographs of a complicated building. Dif-

ferent areas, planes, and volumes seemed to overlap, slanting and
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ereet, encapsulated one within the other. The building, whose unu-
sual appearance gave me no clear indication as to its function,
made a strangely overloaded and tortured impression. Somehow, it
seemed two-dimensional. For | moment | thought I was looking at
a photograph of a cardboard model, colorfully painted. Later,
when 1 learned the name of the architect, 1 was shocked. Had 1
made a mistake, a premature, ignorant judgment? The architeet’s
name has an international ring, his fine architectural drawings are
well known. and his written statements about contemporary archi-
tecture, which also deal with philosophical themes, are widely

published.

12 A townhouse in Manhattan with a good address, just com-
pleted. The new facade in the line of the street of buildings stood
out distinetly. In the photographs, the natural stone shield, sur-
rounded by glass, looked like a backdrop. In reality, the facade was
more uniform, more integrated in its surroundings. My instinet to
criticize vanished when | entered the house. The quality ol its con-
struction captured my attention. The architect received us, took us
into the vestibule, and showed us from room to room. The rooms
were spacious, their order logical. We were eager to see each suc-
ceeding room, and we were not disappointed. The quality of the
daylight entering through the glazed rear facade and a skylight
over the stairs was pleasant. On all the floors, the presence of the
intimate back yard around which the main rooms were grouped
was perceptible, even at the heart of the building.

The architect spoke in respectful, amicable terms of the clients,
the newly installed residents, of their understanding of his work,
of his efforts to comply with their requirements, and of their eriti-
cism of some impractical aspects which he subsequently improved.
He opened cupboard doors, lowered the large scrim blinds, which
suffused the living room with a mellow light, showed us folding

partitions, and demonstrated huge swing doors that moved noise-
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lesslv between two pivots, closing tightly and precisely. Every now
and then, he touched the surface of some material, or ran his hands

over a handrail, a joint in the wood, the edge of a glass pane.

13 The town | was visiting had a particularly attractive neighbor-
hood. Buildings from the 19th century and the turn of the century,
solid volumes placed along the streets and squares, constructed of
stone and brick. Nothing exceptional. Typically urban. The public
premises on the lower floors faced the road, the dwellings and of-
fices above retreated behind protective facades, hiding private
spheres behind prestigious faces, anonymous faces, clearly divore-
ed from the public space which began with a hard edge at the foot
of the facades.

I had been told that a number of architects lived and worked in
this neighborhood. I remembered this a few days later when | was
looking at a new neighborhood nearby. designed by well-known
architects, and | found myself thinking about the unequivocal
backs and fronts of the urban structures, the precisely articulated
public spaces, the graciously restrained facades and exactly fitting

volumes for the body of the town.

14 We spent years developing the concept, the form, and the work-
ing drawings of our stone-built thermal baths. Then construction
began. | was standing in front of one of the first blocks that the
masons had built in stone from a nearby quarry. I was surprised
and irritated. Although everything corresponded exactly with our

plans, I had not expected this concurrent hardness and softness,

this smooth yet rugged quality, this iridescent gray-green presence
emanating from the square stone blocks. For a moment, I had the
feeling that our project had escaped us and become independent
because it had evolved into a material entity that obeyed its own

laws.
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15 [ visited an exhibition of work by Meret Oppenheim at the
Guggenheim Museum. The techniques she uses are strikingly
varied. There is no continuous, consistent style. Nevertheless,
I experienced her way of thinking, her way of looking at the world
and of intervening in it through her work as coherent and integral.

So there is probably no point in wondering just what it is that stylis-

tically links the famous fur cup and the snake made up of pieces of

coal. Didn't Meret Oppenheim once say that every idea needs its

proper form to be effective?
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Teaching architecture, learning
architecture
1996

Young people go to university with the aim of hecoming architeets,
of finding out if they have got what it takes. What is the first thing
we should teach them?

First of all. we must explain that the person standing in front of
them is not someone who asks questions whose answers he already
knows. Practicing architecture is asking oneself questions, finding
one’s own answers with the help of the teacher, whittling down,
finding solutions. Over and over again.

The strength of a good design lies in ourselves and in our ability
to perceive the world with both emotion and reason. A good architec-
tural design is sensuous. A good architectural design is intelligent.

We all experience architecture before we have even heard the
word. The roots of architectural understanding lic in our architec-
tural experience: our room, our house, our street, our village, our
town, our landscape — we experience them all early on, uncon-
sciously, and we subsequently compare them with the countryside,
towns and houses that we experience later on. The roots of our
understanding ol architecture lie in our childhood, in our youth;
they lie in our biography. Students have to learn to work con-
sciously with their personal biographical experiences of architec-
ture. Their allotted tasks are devised to set this process in motion.

We may wonder what it was that we liked about this house, this
town, what it was that impressed and touched us - and wh)-‘. What
was the room like, the square, what did it really look like, what
smell was in the air. what did my footsteps sound like in it, and my
voice, how did the floor feel under my feet, the door handle in my

hand. how did the light strike the facades, what was the shine on
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the walls like? Was there a feeling of narrowness or width, of inti-
macy or vastness?

Wooden floors like light membranes, heavy stone masses, soft
textiles, polished granite, pliable leather, raw steel, polished
mahogany, crystalline glass, soft asphalt warmed by the sun... the
architect’s materials, our materials, We know them all. And yet
we do not know them. In order to design, to invent architecture, we
must learn to handle them with awareness. This is research; this
is the work of remembering.

Architecture is always concrete matter. Architecture is not

abstract, but concrete. A plan, a project drawn on paper is not archi-

tecture but merely a more or less inadequate representation of

architecture, comparable to sheet music. Musie needs to be per-
formed. Architecture needs to be executed. Then its body can come
into being. And this body is always sensuous.

All design work starts [rom the premise of this physical, objective
sensuousness of architecture, of its materials. To experience archi-
tecture in a concrete way means to touch, see, hear, and smell it.
To discover and consciously work with these qualities - these are
the themes of our teaching.

All the design work in the studio is done with materials. It always
aims directly at concrete things, objects, installations made of real
material (clay, stone, copper, steel. felt, cloth, wood, plaster.
brick...). There are no cardboard models. Actually, no “models™ at
all in the conventional sense, but concrete objects, three-dimen-
sional works on a specific scale.

The drawing of scale plans also begins with the concrete object,
thus reversing the order of “idea - plan - concrete object” which is
standard practice in professional architecture. First the concrete
objects are constructed; then they are drawn to scale.

We carry images of works of architecture by which we have been
influenced around with us. We can re-invoke these images in our

mind’s eve and re-examine them. But this does not yet make a new
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design, new architecture. Ivery design needs new images. Our
“old” images can only help us to find new ones.

Thinking in images when designing is always directed towards
the whole. By its very nature, the image is always the whole of the
imagined reality: wall and floor, ceiling and materials, the moods of
light and color of a room. for example. And we also see all the
details of the transitions from the floor to the wall and from the
wall to the window, as il we were watching a film.

Often however, they are not simply there, these visual elements
of the image, when we start on a design and try to form an image of
the desired object. At the beginning of the design process, the image
is usually incomplete. So we try repeatedly to re-articulate and
clarify our theme, to add the missing parts to our imagined picture.
Or, to put it another way: we design. The concrete, sensuous qual-
ity of our inner image helps us here. It helps us not to get lost in
arid, abstract theoretical assumptions: it helps us not to lose track
of the concrete qualities of architecture. It helps us not to fall in
love with the graphic quality of our drawings and to confuse it with
real architectural quality.

Producing inner images is a natural process common to everyone.
It is part of thinking. Associative, wild, free, ordered and systematic
thinking in images, in architectural, spatial, colorful and sensuous

pictures = this is my favorite definition of design.
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A way of looking at things
Lecture, written November 1988, SCI-ARC Southern California Institute
of Architecture, Santa Monica

The hard core of beauty
Lecture, written December 1991, Symposium Piran, Slovenia

From passion for things to the things themselves
Lecture, written August 1994, Alvar Aalto Symposium, “Architecture
of the Essential,” Jyvaskyla, Finland

The body of architecture
Lecture, written October 1996, Symposium “Form Follows Anything,”

Stockholm

Teaching architecture, learning architecture
Written September 1996, Accademia di architettura, Mendrisio, Switzerland
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