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Feature:

Valerio Olgiati

L5
E#HEBEK - BRIELEE

I remember, to this date. the moment [ first noticed Valerio’s
architecture. It was unlike any other architecture I had
known. What is he like as a person? How does he think about
architecture? Could there be any other architects who are as
confident of their architecture as Valerio is?
These questions and curiosities arose. | had been seeking a way
to understand his architecture ever since, but without a success.
Frankly speaking. [ don’t think I had a grasp of what his
architecture was about even as | was editing this monograph.
After reading the essay by Mr. Hosaka in this issue, however,
the uncertainty I had about Valerio’s architecture seems Lo have
vanished. I am now sincerely glad to have created this issue.
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Courtesy of Archive Olgiati.

Valerio Olgiati studied architecture at ETH Zuerich. Having lived
and worked first in Zuerich and later in Los Angeles for some
years, in 1996 he opened his own practice in Zurich and in 2008
with his wife Tamara Olgiali in Flims.

The first time he received attention outside the architectural
scene was in 1999, with the museum The Yellow House in Flims,
Switzerland (a+u. 02:04). His most recent work is a residential
building in Zug. Switzerland (See pp.14-31): a 120 m long red-
brown concrete structure. With his 2008 winning competition
for the Museum of Contemporary Art in Perm, Russia (See
pp.68-73) he created an icon.

There are several monographs about his work. The most recent
solo exhibition was at MoMa Tokyo in winter 2011/12 (See
pp.65-67).

Among other academic engagements. in 2009 he led the Kenzo
Tange Chair at Harvard University, Cambridge. Since 2002

he has been a full professor at the Accademia di architettura
Mendrisio at the Universita della Svizzera italiana.
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Conversation:

One Question for the Architect Who Does
Not Believe in Anything

Valerio Olgiati and Markus Breitschmid

HiK:
RiEl— I M5 FEMTEESHERIT
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Markus Breitschmid (MB): Jalerio Olgiati, for some years
now, states repeatedly that he “does not believe in anything.”

In a more recent statement made for a text for a monographic
edition by the Spanish publication El Croquis. Olgiati also
pronounced: “The most radical and most beautiful kind of a
magnificent building would be a building that can exist in only
one particular way and no other way despite the fact that it is
not the result of an ideal.” If we surveyed architecture as it had
been built and described in recent decades. these two statements
by Valerio Olgiati — particularly if we followed Olgiati and were
willing to accept them not as an irresolvable contradiction — do
propose an approach for architecture for which one cannot find
precedents easily. if we can find them at all. The position that
Valerio Olgiati’s architecture inhabits within the production of
contemporary architecture is not only evident in the physical
appearance of his buildings. What makes the physical appearance
of his buildings possible is an ideational apparatus that buttresses
his architecture conceptually. The following is a question for
Valerio Olgiati that seeks to extract an explanation how his two
statements pointed out above are possible to co-exist and, so

we can infer, present an architectural theoretical foundation for
his work. The different sections of the reply by Valerio Olgiati
have been compiled by Markus Breitschmid based on a series of
conversations between Olgiati and Breitschmid held in Flims,
Switzerland, and Blacksburg, Virginia, between December 2010
and February 2011.
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— How is it possible for a building to exist in only one
particular way and no other way if the architect does not
believe in anything?

Valerio Olgiati: This is a question | have been working on

for years. | always ask myself the question how | can make a
building that is not arbitrary and is also not determined by an
ideal. How can | make a building that is not incidental and can
only exist in one particular way but is also not the result of a
rule or a law? What this ultimately means. of course. is that
my buildings cannot be part of a tradition or a lineage yet they
cannot be removed from society that nobody can engage with
them. While my buildings are not limited to the characteristic
that is implied by the question above, it is true that my buildings
strive to be particular yet general. Maybe the most recent
building of mine that demonstrates this question exceedingly
well is the Plantahof Auditorium (See pp.32-4.5), but I also
could point to many unbuilt projects of the past decade such
as the EPFL Learning Center (2004: See p. 63, below) or, even
further back, the Office Building Binz in Zurich (2001). How to
make buildings that own a general validity in our extremely
heterogeneous and decentralized and even culturally broken
society has occupied my mind for a long time. Therefore, | think
: 1 1 that all of my buildings grapple with this very timely problem
for architecture. It really goes all the way back to the School in
Paspels (a+u, 02:04),. The problem of how buildings can exist
meaningfully - by which [ mean for a building not to exist
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arbitrarily or incidentally - in our postmodern epoch in which
no guiding rules exist anymore is not just a problem that I am
concerned with. As a matter of fact. I think all architects of
today would find themselves challenged with this problem if
they made an effort to observe and analyze our world. I would
say it is a general problem of our time. I find the problem of
how a building can exist in only one particular way without the
architect having an overarching belief system to be the most
difficult yet also the most important problem for architects of
our epoch. Once I understood this to be the challenge of
fundamental importance for contemporary architecture. | have
taken it on ever since. It is a philosophical problem for architects
of the 21st century not unlike the quest to accomplish a total
architectural space was the central philosophical problem for
architects of the 20st century (a problem Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe ultimately resolved) or the quest of style was the central
philosophical problem for architects of the 19st century (a
problem resolved by Karl Friedrich Schinkel). Here I also would
like to say that it is the precondition for an architect to observe
and analyze the world in order to identify the fundamental
currents of our civilization. | try to understand the fundamental
challenge of our time, and my buildings attempt to respond to
this challenge. I do not consider my buildings to be private
affairs that I just build for my own benefit. My buildings should
deal with the most fundamental challenge of our time and they
should do it in a general nature. It is important to know in what
form the world exists in the era one works. Schinkel and Mies
van der Rohe knew the world they were operating in. Maybe |
need to provide a context why it seems to be a contradiction to
state that a building can only exist in one particular way if one
does not believe in anything. Maybe it is important to explain
why this is a problem of magnitude for our postmodern epoch
more so than it might have been in the past. The reason why
this is an important problem for our time is the fact that we do
not have a believable authority any longer that tells us how
architecture ought to exist. In other words, nobody provides us
with instructions what good architecture is any longer. This is a
new condition we are finding ourselves in. There might have
been times in the past that faced degrees of uncertainty, but,
even during modernism, architects were bound together by a
fairly clearly described common cause they were fighting for. It
is a distinct characteristic of post-modernity that the most
sophisticated people of our era — when they think about the
world — come to the conclusion that they do not believe in
anything. | have been quoted several times that | do not believe
in anything but I know very well that I am not the only person
who does not believe in anything. As a matter of fact. it has
become evident that it is really a folly to believe in something,
to believe in a particular ideal, in the world as it presents itself
to us today. It is almost a little bit naive to subscribe to a
particular belief system or a particular ideal or an ideology
today. However. [ also do not think that it is a particular
advantage for the people of post-modernity not to believe in
anything. | do not think postmodern people intentionally strove
for it. It probably would be easier to believe in something than
not to believe in anything, but this is the situation we find
ourselves in today. Ultimately. it is a fact that there is no ideal
anywhere in the world that is powerful enough to convince
people to subscribe to. Therefore, the question here is an all-
encompassing philosophical problem that has emerged as a
particular problem for our postmodern society. It is not only a
problem in architecture but it is also a problem in architecture.
As an architect [ deal with it in the domain of buildings. Having
laid out the situation we find ourselves in as a civilization, |
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want to emphasize the following: I, too, do not believe in
anything but, notwithstanding my position, it is not acceptable
to me to declare that everybody can do now whatever he or she
wants. Sure, to some degree, postmodern men and women can
do whatever he or she wants to do, but it will not amount to
anything meaningful if you approach it with “anything goes.” |
clearly reject such relativism, and my buildings tell you clearly
that [ reject such an approach because they are conceived and
built very precisely. If we ever would come to an agreement in
architecture that anything goes, it would be the death of good
architecture. In architecture not everything goes! My buildings
aim to have a general validity. Yet my buildings do so without
subscribing to rules and laws that others have established before
me nor do my buildings present rules and laws for others to
follow. I think this is difficult to understand: How can a building
be of general validity without being the result or the source of
predetermined rules and laws? The short answer to this question
and also to the initial question is that my buildings are not
symbolic in nature nor are the historical in nature, but they are
pure architecture. Architecture has to be derived from
architecture, In one of our past conversations, I already stated
that my architecture is not symbolic of something. My buildings
do not stand in reference to something else other than
themselves. Already then I knew that what governed my
approach to architecture was nothing more and nothing less
than the architectural idea for a building. Not an ideal for all
buildings but just an idea for one building. I recalled that you
once had made a distinction between the ideal and the idea as
different philosophical approaches in aesthetics. Yes, it is
absolutely correct that my approach is not to succumb to a
theory of a specific kind of ethical or aesthetic ideal but an
approach that allows for a concord under which we can think
and make judgments. I am convinced that the highest order
under which mankind can exist is not a determined system but
a reflective-discursive system. Therefore, my buildings are not
symbolic in the sense that they are a piece of a lineage. Every
building is its own thing. Not only do | not believe in anything,
my buildings, too, are not about anything. My buildings do not
present a particular content. However, my buildings strive to be
objects that make people think and let them enter into a
discourse. So, if you were to ask me what my buildings are
about, I would say my buildings are about the architectonics
that fosters a discourse. | also want to make another delineation
about my work. My buildings are not symbolic in the sense that
they do not refer to a particular content beyond the buildings
themselves; my buildings are also not historical. My buildings
do not point forward or backward in time. This is very
important. We have to remember here what it means to be
historical. The concept of history is imbued with optimism that
we can learn something from our past for our future. My
buildings, though, do not exist so that we can learn something
from them that will bring betterment for the world, at least not
in any direct way. [ am not driven by the motivation that every
city ought to have a building of mine because my buildings
better the people who live in that city. I know of architects, well
respected architects of international stature, who think of their
own buildings in those almost missionary terms. My buildings
do not stand for such a historical mission. My buildings are not
objects along a lineage that leads to some sort of providence.
This is what I mean by historical. There is nothing to be learned
from my buildings in a direct manner. My buildings are
completely a historical. I am speaking about the ahistorical
nature of my architecture in an intellectual way now but I also
think that this intellectual position influences how my buildings



appear physically. I am confident that my buildings age very
well over time. For example, 1 think the School in Paspels (a+u
02:04). — quickly approaching to be 20 years old — demonstrates
the timelessness of my buildings. It is not a fashionable building
that people get tired of visiting and it still functions very well

not just programmatically as a school, but, more importantly,
conceptually as an object to bring forward a discourse. I think
the same can be said about buildings such as The Yellow House
in Flims (a+u 02:04) that was conceived between 1995 and 1999
or the Bardill Studio (See pp.84-97) that was conceived between
2002 and 2007. I learned that the only way to make architecture
that is not symbolic and not historical is to make buildings that
are purely architectural. [ really had to distill in my mind what
is fundamentally architectural about buildings. As soon as |
would conceive buildings with extra-architectural subject matter,
the buildings lose their power of generality. The introduction of
extra-architectural subject matter into buildings makes them
static for our imagination. Therefore, | refrain to introduce any
symbolic or historical content into my buildings. Various people
attempt to attach specific contents to my buildings whereas I see
none at all. For example, people want to know what the
ornament on the walls of the Bardill Studio (See pp.84-97)
means. [t does not mean anything but that ornament has to be
there because it makes the building better. I accept that
buildings are fundamentally the making of objects and the
making of rooms. The rooms of a building and the shape of a
building are the two indispensible basic “materials™ of
architecture. But I also learned that it is still possible to make
arbitrary buildings even if one accepts the making of object and
rooms to be the primary task of architecture. Therefore, there is
one more basic condition that I am embracing in my
architecture: the force of gravity. Gravity, the natural condition
that load falls to the ground. is the one undisputable raw
material with which all architecture has to concern itself.
Moreover, the resistance that gravity poses for buildings imbues
architecture with generality. It applies always and everywhere. It
does not matter where buildings are built, whether in Africa,
Asia. America, or Europe. Gravity is beyond differentiations of
cultural traditions and history. Gravity also does not care how
you feel about it. Again, it is the one thing that makes
architecture general beyond any symbolic and historical
constructs. | embrace the relentless presence of gravity for my
architecture. I am aware that architecture always has dealt with
gravity. But what we have now in our epoch of post-modernity —
and what is different from other epochs of the past - is that we
do not believe in anything anymore and. therefore, all the other
symbolic and historical extra-architectural subject matter that
also always has been a part of making buildings has fallen away.
[ find our time a fascinating time for architects because at no
other time had good buildings to be so purely architectural as
they have to be now. For this very reason I also do not
understand many contemporary architects who seem compelled
to introduce an extra-architectural content to their buildings. |
do not understand why architects of today would do so. Finally,
architecture is liberated from all its extraneous subject matter
and can be pure architecture. The doors are open to make pure
architecture in which a building does not stand for anything else
than itself. But as pointed out above, this liberty can not work if
you approached it as “anything goes™ because buildings,
ultimately, are inventions of how to deal most adequately in
shaping a building as an object with rooms under the resistance
of gravity. Therefore, how an architect conceives a building
tectonically decides whether a building is a good building or not
a good building. And just to be clear: how an architect conceives

a building tectonically is not solely a structural response,
although a building’s structural system is extremely important
for a building to make sense and be magnificent and beautiful.
The tectonic resolution of a building is ultimately a matter of
the highest artistic order. It is best if the tectonic resolution of
the building brings forward a sense of the magical and even a
sense of the mythical. Yet even the magical and mythical cannot
be nonsensical; they, too, have to be part of the tectonic system
that the architect invents for the building, as it is the case in the
aforementioned ornament on the walls of the Bardill Studio (See
pp-84-97). But in regard to the initial question how it is possible
to say that a building can only exist in one particular way and
no other way without believing in anything, it is important to
point out here that buildings can indeed be judged as good or
not good without having an extra-architectural symbolic or
historical dimension to them. If buildings are fundamentally
architectural, if they are pure architecture in the sense that
architecture itself provides the rules for architecture, then it is
possible for a building to exist in only one particular way and no
other way without the architect having to believe in something.

MB: In his reply to the question of how an architect who does
not believe in anything can claim that a building can only exist
in one particular way, Valerio Olgiati takes the position that
standards in architecture still do exist even in an era in which a
centrifugal force rips apart any consensus how buildings oughlt

to be. But Olgiati does not expose himself as a rationalist. The
rationalists among the architects make buildings in which we
are to _form judgments by means of deduction. While such a
deductive system brings forward a general validity that reaches
beyond the individual. a quality Olgiati strives for, what we
derive from a rationalist approach is not fertile beyond a certain
point for what the specific ideal that is advocated stands for. On
the other side of the spectrum in regard to the question at hand,
it is clear that Olgiati has little in common with a minimalist or
phenomenologist approach to architecture. Olgiati rejects the
minimalists” and phenomenologists” approach because these
architects make buildings in which we are to form our judgments
by means of induction, and founded on experience alone. Valerio
Olgiati’s approach is neither of the above mentioned. The
rationalists” approach is impossible for Olgiati because he seeks
an architecture that triggers a discourse that is liberated from any
given particular content. The minimalists’/phenomenologists’
approach is also impossible for Olgiati because the “interrogation”™
of buildings by the onlookers is. for these architects. supposed

to occur without asking questions. What Olgiati outlines is a
transcendental approach that necessitates both the concepts of
the rationalist approach as well as the experience and sensations
of the minimalist/phenomenologist approach. Olgiali recognizes
that the predicate — in architecture the predicate would be the
particular building as it exists in the world — adds something new
to the experiencing subject. A building not only ought to trigger
sensations in the onlookers as the minimalists/phenomenologists
contend, the fecundity of thought is derived from the particular
building by means of concepts that the onlooker brings to

the building. These concepts that provide generality are
transcendentals: structures of our mind do not come from
sensations but would have no validity without it.
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Seen from a distance the floor plates projecting from the facade
with their elliptical openings look like flying carpets with
ornamental borders. For the residents these elliptical openings
generale a sense of distance, since they prevent neighbours

from seeing into each other’s apartments. At the same time the
correspondence between each of these round forms and the
individual apartments gives residents a feeling of living alone

in a centre. The perception of space changes according to the
point of view and the position of the sun. The apartment floor
plans are divided into a living area in the west and a sleeping
and working area in the east, with bathrooms and wardrobes in
between. In spatial terms the balconies form an extension of the
living room. This impression is further strengthened by the large

FERRE,

elliptical openings. The exposed concrete structure is made of

red-brown concrete poured in situ. The outer walls are clad with
glass panels in the same color. They appear fragile and light and
contrast with the solid concrete structure. The use of the same
color for the cladding and the reflections in the glass blur the
clear contours of the heated volume. As a result the elemental
appearance of the stone construction is amplified.
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Valerio Olgiati
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Opposite: Close-up of the balconies
from the south. pp. 16-17: Looking at
the living area in the west side. p. 19,
above: West elevation. p. 19.below:
General view from the west. All photos
on pp. 14-31 exceplt as noted by Javier
Miguel Verme.
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