Jacques Lucan Bruno Marchand #x - A8 #H&iE - DR &

A MATTER OF ART

Contemporary Architecture in Switzerland

BENZR —
SR Im 2R

KEEB T KFHRYE



g LR E&X BB A B R X B R AT R BARIRL, 51X
JoEl, BAMAFHIERXEE —NEK: —J7H, R T S H AR SAR R A Tt
FFIEH e, IAXFENEF TS FBRIRERNE, SESHE —BENEK; B
JiH, & CERFITDSHERERNRORE, MokBENT LRt KA Rh
TG RTE R TR, XL REN, B S FLC i, iR 2R
WRIEAE /™ AR o

Each period of time is marked by specific issues and problematic givens that
are developed and built on.There is one particular fact o note in this respect.On
the one hand, there seems to be a fascination in Switzerland with “local"
architecture as a response to specific environments, to contextual data and
to a quest for identity;on the other hand, the international acclaim enjoyed
by a number of Swiss architects and the attention accorded to contemporary
Swiss architecture in professional reviews and other publications would suggest
that geographic boundaries have been transcended and that an artistic
dimension has come into play.
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The purpose of this book is to provide a “section” of
Switzerland’s most recent architecture, with a focus on
fifteen buildings constructed between 1997 and 2000.
Yet this “section” is nonetheless viewed within its broad
historical context, through a conversation with Martin
Steinmann, through essays by Stanislaus Von Moos,
Joseph Abram and Bruno Marchand, and through spe-
cific themes in which other built works and projects are
presented.

As the term “section” implies, our aim is not to show the
complete works of contemporary Swiss architecture.
Choices have to be made when compiling material for a
book and exhibition, especially when the goal is not to
set forth a comprehensive documentary but rather to
offer subjective interpretation of what lies at the cutting
edge of contemporary architectural output. That is why
we have not sought to create a balance between the
“trends” we have endeavoured to identify, nor have we
attempted to paint a picture of geographic balance by
according each canton or linguistic region its own slot.

The development of Swiss architecture cannot be
explained in mere linear fashion, nor can it be postulat-
ed that it bears homogenous national features. Rather,
it should be understood as a sequence or sharing of
“moments” that often correspond to cultural traditions
tied to geographic or linguistic areas. A case in point is
the Neues Bauen, followed by the tempered modernism
of the post-World War Ii years, then by the unexpected
Ticino experience that was sparked in the mid-seven-
ties. Over the past several years it has become abun-
dantly clear that the architecture of German-speaking
Switzerland has taken on preponderant proportions,
with several remarkable buildings being spawned in the
canton of Graublinden. The question is whether these
successive “moments” can be compared to cycles. It
might be assumed so, which thus calls for in-depth
appraisal.

The first issue to tackle is whether contemporary Swiss
architecture shares common characteristics. That is why
we have drawn up a number of themes, basing our



B-TEMEMEER B-HKRNETRRARS
REMEMNESME. EREATX—BH, RN 7E5M
AR FRWR. RONOHAREFXHENRE. 55
LHHBAEX-MEREENEHEHX —MENLE
IR BAKRIBR, EXFH, B NFLRHEIIEH.
—AE., BINSHMBECERLE AN 2R
BRI, ANVXHOBAT S FLMNAEAADE, &
BHEHEBHENER, A—FA0. FZHLERFER
HIEFRRRARE, MREZHATFEIRRIERT
TG A R EHAM R PR R RN, XETFRKE,
PANBBHORECERBE, MZARKEFBEXER
A,

AR BHBE-MEHMAE, ER XERY
RimtRRZ U sENI S ZBNREZ —. &
ACRERETERAR—MZ AR E. AHMN
EEMEAYT EREMRUAHDNGEIF A B ILIAE
AERATRITE. BARZFEEHFRZHANA RGO,
BT A BAMRH— 1 R UZRFIERRFN
BRMNE, Bit, RNEAREF—HEHMNIIE.
BMERBERE. TN —HBRRYHKESE, XX
TRERNEN NP2 TRMNAATALRLRRNY,  #
MAHFERAMSHEFT M. RNV EXERRERRY
£ EFHERRAESL AMSEFNIIR S, B

teol Bl AWM BENREBEE. MANRITHREATER
FREBZ M. FEMAREHLRESE, RAER

e, BRE—TZAR,

research on the assumption that each period of time is
marked by specific issues and problematic givens that
are developed and built on. There is one particular fact
to note in this respect. On the one hand, there seems to
be a fascination in Switzerland with “local” architecture
as a response to specific environments, to contextual
data and to a quest for identity; on the other hand, the
international acclaim enjoyed by a number of Swiss
architects and the attention accorded to contemporary
Swiss architecture in professional reviews and other
publications would suggest that geographic boundaries
have been transcended and that an artistic dimension
has come into play.

Artistic is indeed the right term. After all, the reason why
contemporary Swiss architecture has aroused so much
interest is arguably because it projects the notion of
architecture as an art form. In the buildings we have
selected the architecture is underpinned by functional
and contextual givens, enabling us to appreciate the
architecture for itself, though not in a way we are accus-
tomed to. We are hence clearly dealing with something
new here. We are being invited to perceive the lasting
nature of buildings, which means we see these buildings
from a totally different angle, opening up new realms of
awareness. Our gaze falls on the architecture and is shat-
tered by what it sees, engendering a new type of reality.
Our objective is thus clear: we have remained within the
bounds of architecture quite simply because, to our
mind, architecture is a matter of art.

We have deliberately chosen to show the works of architects who practise in Switzerland
Hence no reference has been made to a number of striking buildings constructed in
Switzerland but by architects practising abroad Among these should be cited jean Nouvel's
auditorium and conference centre in Luzern, together with the UEFA headquarters in Nyon
by Patrick Berger. Equally, we have chosen not to feature buildings constructed by Swiss
architects outside Switzerland. Consequently, works such as the Tate Gallery in London by
Herzog & de Meuron and the art museum in Bregenz by Peter Zumthor are not presented
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Switzerland and Modern Architecture

J.L. - Let's start by talking about the most recent episodes
in Swiss architectural history. First, I'd like to quote Mar-
cel Meili, who referring to the seventies said: “Mod-
ernism wasn’t perceived as an epoch that needed to be
overcome. Instead, it was received as an inheritance [...].
The fact that this architecture could derive its vitality in
large measure from an unbroken intimacy with the Mod-
ern Movement might appear contradictory. It is one of
the peculiarities of the history of this country in the 20th
century that it suffered the offensives against modern
culture to a much smaller degree than the neighboring
lands.”1

So, according to Meili, Swiss architecture never really
turned its back on modernism. Which has given rise to an
enriching and highly specific cultural status quo - no re-
jection, no total separation.

M.S. - That's right. One reason is undoubtedly that
Switzerland was spared both world wars. So there was no
break in continuity. Of course there were recessions, and
of course modern architecture was not welcomed by
everyone with open arms by any means. But it was never
completely rejected. Even as early as 1940, Alfred Roth
expounded this phenomenon in his book La Nouvelle Ar-
chitecture, in which he described the situation of coun-
tries such as Switzerland, Sweden and Holland — demo-
cratic countries that managed to partially escape the
“ideologisation” of modern architecture. It has to be said
though that during the sixties ~ my university years ~
local architecture was relatively unknown, and one of the
things my generation did was bring it back to light.

J.L. — Once architects, historians and critics — but historians
and critics who are often architects - start asking ques-
tions such as “What have we built in the last few years?”
and “Why was it built that way?” a certain thought
process is triggered. The aim of this process is clearly to try
and grasp where we stand in terms of architectural devel-
opment, and to assess the parameters and criteria of ar-
chitectural output. What is interesting is that at a given
point attempts to understand architecture actually be-
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come part of the architectural creation itself; in other
words, the very design becomes a tool of understanding.
It's all about grasping how the project has been devised.
So there are two factors at work here, one of which is his-
torical and critical, while the other is theoretical, related
to the design. It's quite an extraordinary situation really.
And that’s what characterizes Swiss architecture today — |
mean insofar as the objective is not just to make decent
buildings. It's more than that. Designing a scheme nowa-
days means taking a stance with respect to what we be-
lieve architecture to be. It's a commitment. And what'’s
more, architects are quite happy to question their own
methods and techniques.

M.S. - Thinking about it, the reason we reverted to the
twenties is that there was no theoretical focus in the six-
ties. Turning back in time was a way of seeking a ration-
al basis for architecture, of understanding our roots and
traditions, such as those of the Siedlung NeubUhl archi-
tects. Equally, it signalled a return to theoretical ground
so as to find different ways of working, to chart the
course for taking action as it were. It's also significant
that interest in Neues Bauen was rekindled in parallel
with an interest in semiology. So it wasn't just a question
of coming to grips with our traditions; it was more about
understanding them as a structure of forms making up a
language and abounding with meanings, notably con-
nected with “the age of mechanization”.

From Images to the Structure of Images

J.L. - This interest in semiology came about because it en-
ables us to analyze objects, inciuding of course, architec-
tural objects. It lends form and meaning. We might call it
a structuralist approach, but it isn‘t restricted to objects
themselves because each object has to be understood in
relation to a context made up of economic, technical and
social factors. This means that semiology and contextu-
alism are linked.

M.S. - Yes, the main reason it came about was that some
architects refused to wipe the slate clean, to design
schemes independently of their context; but they also re-
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fused to be overly intuitive and romantic, drawing sole-
ly on forms “found”, as it's termed, on site. Instead, they
sought to understand what framework the design was
being inscribed in, as well as what framework the design
was offering in return. The interest in semiology
stemmed from that, from taking stock of the site in
terms of its architectural, and hence cultural, continuity.
The buildings designed by Bruno Reichlin and Fabio
Reinhart exemplify this approach. I'm thinking in parti-
cular about their scheme for the Vezio house (1975)
which was never built but is nonetheless a paradigmatic
work due to its combination of different typological and
morphological components, all characterizing dwellings
that can be found on the outskirts of Ticino villages. The
design lays bare the poetic process, sharply contrasting
the naive contextualism that reigned at the time. The
contextualism we theorized about was critical: it re-
vealed the contradictions that give us historical insight
into a place.

J.L. — This semiological research that you and Bruno
Reichlin carried out was later brought into face to face
contact with the early buildings of Diener & Diener and
Herzog & de Meuron, because these buildings can, in ef-
fect, be read on a semiological and contextual plane. Take
the complex built in Basel by Diener & Diener at St. Alban-
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Tal on the banks of the Rhine (1984-1986). The design is
made up of several different parts, each one attuned not
just to its urban surroundings but also to historic conno-
tations, which are woven into a web of reference points.
What greets the eye, though, is no heroic representation
of history. No, it is a piece of modern architecture that
seems almost vernacular, even to the point of appearing
to date back to the thirties, if one doesn't look too close-
ly. So we can say that this complex by Diener & Diener is
semiologically intelligible.

M.S. — That's precisely why, to my mind, St. Alban-Tal is a
paroxysm. It acted as a kind of liberating element,
whereby context was no longer borrowed in the same
way as quotations. For after St. Alban-Tal, Diener &
Diener sought a more general lexical field, though one
which allowed them to take just as much of a stance -
not against the city, but for the city.?

J.L. - It was then that Diener & Diener began to address
the issue of communal space, though obviously not pre-
cluding differences. On the contrary, the notion of dif-
ference runs throughout each scheme, spotlighting the
actual methods and techniques employed.

M.S. — Herzog & de Meuron’s works are also significant in
this respect, notably the Frei atelier in Weil (1981-1982)
which is covered in three different claddings, each one
corresponding to a different side of the building. The re-



sult is a heterogeneous whole, like St. Alban-Tal, and we
realize that the broken continuity of the building corre-
sponds to the broken continuity of the context. What's
also important is that unlike certain post-modernists
who have looked for frames of reference in architecture
with a capital A, Herzog & de Meuron look for them in
the everyday world. Overall, | think Herzog & de Meuron
have always had a critical approach, though it's an ap-
proach that grows more complex when symbolic vehicles
lead to a dead end. That was the case with the house
they designed for an art collector in Therwil (1985-1986);
here, the image of a “shack” is effectively projected on-
to a residential quarter, and the contradiction between
the formal structure which says “I am a shack” and the
actual use of the house, whose occupants can hardly be
called dropouts, sets the cat among the pigeons as far as
rAg SE - AE . TherwilfIE® any semiological interpretation is concerned. It's at this
EGENBRER (EHISHE RE—HIEB ) 5 point that the engine starts running in neutral.
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structure visible, independently to what it actually signi-
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=LA i%ﬁx/}%T FARTRIZT, fier to the signifiant — has resulted in a change in archi-
tectural thinking. Once again, though, this hinges on the
underlying substance of architecture — the actual con-
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of crisis. The Ricola warehouse constructed by Herzog &
de Meuron in Laufen (1986-1987) is a case in point
(— p. 30). Jacques Herzog has often referred to the struc-
ture of the fagade as an image, saying how it resembles
stacks of planks piled up in the local sawmills or the lay-
ers of limestone in the old quarry that is home to the
warehouse. So he calls up several images, but all of
which are to do with the structural effect of stacking.

J.L. - Yet at one point or another all those referential im-
ages take a backseat role and the central question be-
comes: How was the stack made? How was the actual im-
age of the building constituted? How was the warehouse
facade built? We get the feeling that we're dealing with a
highly analytical piece of architecture here, where every-
thing is defined and where each component has been
painstakingly assembled. Symbolization becomes second-
ary and the form of the building is revealed for what it is.
As | see it, this explains why Herzog & de Meuron slip
through the fingers of post-modernism, as do several
other major protagonists in the Swiss architectural arena
today. It all stems from their focus on structuring images;
they’'ve gone beyond semiological issues of meanings
and references and have started to tackle what | would
call syntax — and at this juncture it's important to re-
member the historical and theoretical work undertaken
by such individuals as Bruno Reichlin. in other words, the
buildings recount their own making, as demonstrated in
the warehouse at Laufen. The warehouse is comprehen-
sible, like the timber housing in Hebeilstrasse in Basel
(1984-1988).

M.S. - The goal that Herzog & de Meuron set themselves
is not purely didactic. They make use of construction
components to unveil the underlying structures in which
architecture and nature are brought closer together.
This is especially noticeable in the second Ricola building
near Mulhouse (1992-1993), where the rainwater drips
down the walls, patterning the concrete (— pp. 31, 156).
Though it's fair to say that an increasing number of ar-
chitects are focusing on the making of architecture, in
search of a more genuine language — one which does
not convey symbols that only address a “learned” audi-
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ence. It's a strategy that can be compared to the Neues
Bauen tradition, in which conventional forms are re-
placed by forms that are “naturally” generated by the
construction process. However, the strategy we're talk-
ing about here rests on one ambiguity, as Hans Frei has
aptly noted:? the language of building is not a lingua
franca; it demands a knowledgeable audience, capable
of assimilating construction processes and their under-
pinning rules.

J.L. — What you're saying makes me think straightaway
of Concrete Art. In fact, the manifesto of Concrete Art,
drawn up in 1930, states the following: “The painting
must be composed entirely of pure plastic elements, i. e.
of colours and planar surfaces. A pictorial element has
no meaning other than itself and consequently the
painting has no meaning other than itself.”* Max Bill |lat-
er added: “It involves giving viewers the chance to con-
trol the process and to show them the methods that sired
the artwork.”5

M.S. - Yes, Max Bill — an artist and architect - is obviously
a major figure in this respect, but then so is Richard Paul
Lohse, who considered it vital that the rules governing
the creation of his work be understood. In Lohse’s terms,
such understanding is a prerequisite of democratic art,
for it enables viewers to reconstruct the picture and thus
become the creator in a way. So there is no meaning out-
side the scope of the work itself. In architecture, this
means going back to basics, which is why from a semio-
logical viewpoint the issue of context has become out-
moded. Post-modern architecture, which contains archi-
tectural features that often represent something other
than their own selves, is no longer topical.

However, the shift of focus from symbols to forms also
encompasses construction symbols. For instance, Christ-
ian Sumi speaks of switching “from materials to the ef-
fect of materials.”® Hence, the planks that shield the ex-
ternal insulation of the forestry buildings in Turbenthal,
which Sumi designed with Marianne Burkhalter
(1991-1993), are placed at larger intervals than is techni-
cally necessary. We therefore perceive these planks as
vertical and horizontai shapes that have nothing to do
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with purely constructional considerations or with the ba-
sic function of the actual planks. Instead, the architects
drew on contrasting effects to produce a different ex-
pression for each of the two parts of the building — either
upright or laid down, thus reflecting the very act of
felling.

“Forceful Forms”

J.L. — Buildings are created out of a set of intrinsic rules.
The way we read them depends on how they are built, in
both a literal and, more importantly, a metaphorical
sense. Yet while this cancels out pure contextualism, it
opens the door to another risk, which in the worst case
scenario might boil down to producing a form of cob-
bled together expressionism. To escape this risk, other
themes have to be included. Ten years ago, you intro-
duced the theme of “forceful forms”. You said, and here
| quote: “There is a trend in contemporary architecture
to design buildings as simple, lucid geometric bodies —
bodies whose simplicity spotlights shape, material and
colour, without relating to any other building. [...] These
schemes are characterized by a quest for forceful
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forms.”7 And it is important to remember here that a
“forceful form” is not just a simple shape, or rather it is
much more than just a simple shape.

M.S. — First of all I'd like to cite Robert Morris: the fact
that something is simple does not mean it should be per-
ceived in a simple way. A simple form is more than just a
mathematical or geometric description, composed pri-
marily of volumes. What determines a simple form is not
its simplicity or the purity of its “shapes that satisfy our
senses” as Le Corbusier would have said. No, what is at
stake in the notion of “forceful form” is the effect con-
veyed by a building, and this effect is not founded sole-
ly on the building’s outward shape. Take Sogn Benedetg
chapel by Peter Zumthor (1985-1988), which is a build-
ing that graphically illustrates the relation between form
and material. The old church was destroyed in an ava-
lanche, so the architect left the stone ruins and used an-
other material — timber — for the new chapel. In so doing
he wasn't trying to create a symbol of rural life, but
rather to engrave the ruin in the memory of the local in-
habitants and at the same time use a material that would
allow him to envelope the chapel in a curved shape. To
be a bit more precise, Zumthor clad the building in strips
of larch which weather over time; so the chapel gradual-
ly changes from grey to rusty brown, depending on how
sunny, windy or rainy it is, thereby heightening the ef-
fect of volume. Subsequently, materiality is inextricably
linked with form here; it underscores the effect of form.
And the form enables the material to “represent itself”
rather than representing something else, such as the no-
tion of rural life.

J.L. - It's no longer an issue of knowing how those strips
of larch are fastened to the structure — whether they're
nailed or whatever. The “forceful form”, which bears
phenomenological overtones, goes beyond pure compo-
sition and sophisticated articulation; rather, it takes on a
value that aims at unity.

M.S. - What's important is effect, and this prevails over
any kind of meaning, i.e. before the form becomes a
symbol — which will happen anyway, as Roland Barthes



