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Chapter 4

Materiality and Asceticism

in Architecture. A Paradigm to Learn
from

Enrico Pietrogrande

Abstract The architecture that can be traced back to the minimalist asceticism of
the Swiss area is today one of the most significant experiences in the heterogeneous
panorama of the art of building worldwide. This approach, which is particularly
recognizable in the Graubiinden Canton, is characterized by fully expressing the
physicality of the materials used on the one hand, and the construction procedure on
the other. The creative process is therefore based on the material culture, involving
a clear disregard for the superfluous. Every detail must have a sense of necessity,
must be constructive and poetic. The work excludes any form of sophistication that
could compromise the use of the materials’ visual and tactile values, altering the
understanding of how they participate in the construction dimension. Materials, joint
solutions, and construction programmes must be simple and easily readable, in the
knowledge that the most delicate knots of the architectural structure are the juxta-
positions, the transition lines, the transit situations—the in-between. The solution
contact between the materials must be managed by pursuing the accuracy rather than
the spectacularism of the gesture, expressing the function of the detail and making
the constructive detail appear dismountable in its components. In this, lies the classic
character of this architecture.

Keywords Construction simplicity - Raw materials + Legible construction
techniques + Minimalism * Neo-Brutalism

4.1 Introduction

The picture of building operations corresponding to the approach described above is
very rich and consistent. From this are taken the examples here described, works that
can easily be placed concerning each other, as they express the authors’ willingness
to work with non-refined constructive elements, expressing the search for an austere
life, based on archaic values, ethics, and spirituality. This is what is produced by
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the three generations of architects working in the Graubiinden Canton, an improper
school that has Peter Zumthor as its former point of reference.

For some, the architecture based on minimalist asceticism in the Graubiinden area
of Switzerland constitutes one of the most important experiences in the heterogeneous
panorama that composes the art of building/construction. This orientation is funda-
mentally characterized on the one hand by the full expression of physicality of the
materials used and on the other hand by the exhibition of the procedure used during
the development of the building. The creative direction is therefore rooted in a culture
of the material, leading to an exasperating disregard of the superfluous: every detail
must have a sense of necessity and be both poetic and constructive at the same time.
All forms of sophistication that might compromise the use of the tactile and visual
values possessed by the materials are excluded from the workmanship. The alter-
ation of the way in which these participate in the constructive dimension is refused.
Materials, solutions to relationships, functional connections, and the construction
plan must be simple and easy to read in the awareness that the transition lines, the
situation of passage—the in between—are the most delicate nodes in architectural
work, to be managed by pursuing the measure rather than the spectacular gesture. The
solution of the meeting of the materials is formulated by expressing the functionality
of detail, making the components of the construction detail seem to be dismantlable,
which is where the classic character of this architecture lies.

Any material can be used because, naturally, there are no “good” or “bad” mate-
rials, only those well or badly used. It is precisely this attitude that makes the plan-
ning independent from the methods available, increasing freedom of expression in
contrast to the conditioning of the market. The truth matters in the construction and
is met in experiencing the material from which the building is made. In the exact
correspondence between materials and tectonic layout, the undiluted exhibition of
cement, brick, glass, steel, and wood extends to the components forming the plant,
the equipment, the electrical wiring, and the plumbing so that the entirety of the
building has clarity in both what it is and how it is constructed.

4.2 Three Generations of Architects in the Canton
of Graubiinden

The pre-eminence of the material in the Graubiinden School of architecture, which
must be as clearly recognisable as the construction technique, is accentuated by this
being used in a raw, unfinished condition to the point where the building seems to be
incomplete. Imperfection, indefiniteness, and a willingness to modify characterise
these austere architectures. The principle of the unfinished represents an opportunity
for the space to assume different connotations through time, meaning the rejection
of rigid rules established a priori. Nothing is and can ever be finished once and for
all. There is no perfect completion able to divert away from and remove the reality
of things.
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The walls made of exposed reinforced concrete, the wooden slats lacking regular
alignment, and the stone of the old masonry without plaster all testify to the new life
that the materials assume in being worked in their raw condition. Underlying this
attitude is a reluctance to change the characteristics of the materials, and a propensity
towards use that respects the integrity of the material in accordance with the prefer-
ence for simple and elementary building technologies. Refusing sophistication in the
use of the materials means rejecting the sophistication of reality and not creating an
image, but instead favouring the concept of transparency. A spiritual quality strongly
rooted in the territory of Chur is found in those who work with this approach to
architectural projects, a spiritual dimension that means architecture is practised as
a way of life, interested in construction projects that are not only ascetic but also
ethical.

The more distinct perception today is often that the market dictates the rules by
reducing the space to the mere instrument and increasingly makes architecture the
exclusive result of financial and marketing operations. It happens, however, that the
awareness of the ethical responsibility of the project, which is always resolved in a
cultural purpose, is felt in some contexts, and so the consciousness of the necessary
sensitivity to the social and traditional values.

The framework of building works in this approach is very rich and coherent. The
examples that follow are drawn from this framework, projects that relate to each other
easily because they express the will of the authors to work with unrefined construction
elements, to express the search for an austere life based on arcane values, and on ethics
and spirituality. This architecture works consist of all that has been produced by three
generations of architects active in the Graubiinden Canton, an improper school with
Peter Zumthor as its elderly point of reference. Gion Caminada, Valentin Bearth and
Andrea Deplazes, Jiirg Conzett, and Valerio Olgiati—born in the second part of the
1950s—are among the best-known representatives of the middle generation, while
the most noted of the youngest are Corinna Menn, Marisa Feuerstein, and Stephan
Kurath with Ivano Iseppi, who were students in the 1990s. All of them prevalently
work in their own territory around the capital Chur, even if the poetic considered
here is a specific characteristic of a wider territory in Switzerland.

Gion Caminada, born in Vrin in 1957, is particularly appreciated for his ability
to interpret the local constructive tradition in current terms, using wood and stone.
Many of his works are present in his birthplace of Vrin, where Caminada respects
the architecture of the village and the surrounding panorama. Here, for example, he
happily integrated the building containing the ample multifunctional public room into
the context. The building, completed in 2003, is resolved using a wooden structure
that takes up the theme of trusses visible under the two pitches (Fig. 4.1). It shares
its elementary regular form with the historical barns that arise in the area.

Among other buildings of interest, the architects Valentin Bearth and Andrea
Deplazes, respectively born in the canton in 1957 and 1960, are responsible for the
enlargement of the company offices of the wine producer Gantenbein in Chur in 2006
(Fig. 4.2). The new building, which has walls composed of prefabricated panels made
from clinker bricks with open joints, is characterised by natural air-conditioning, sun
protection, light filter, and heat buffer. The fagades of perforated brickwork look like
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Fig. 4.1 Gion Caminada,
multi-purpose hall, Vrin,
2003. View of the interior
and the wooden roof trusses

Fig. 4.2 Valentin Bearth,
Andrea Deplazes,
enlargement of the Vinery
Gantenbein, Chur, 2006

the traditional architecture of the barns, embracing the natural countryside (Deplazes
2005) created by the vineyards in the same material essence and the colour of the
clinker.

Jiirg Conzett was born in 1956, His initial training was at the studio of Zumthor in
the 1980s. Over time, his professional work has centred on the study of construction
techniques especially for bridges, footbridges, and walkways, always exemplary in
expressing a method of functioning and, through the full readability of the materials,
in excellent relationship with the natural context.

In the case of the Punt da Suransuns bridge, for instance, Conzett puts his trust
in granite and steel as the solution for the crossing of the River Hinterrhein through
the Viamala gorge (Fig. 4.3). The bridge was planned in 1999 in the period of the
association of Conzett with Gianfranco Bronzini and Patrick Gartmann. The deck
is constructed with slabs of Andeer granite, which are pre-stressed over rectangular
steel bars (Conzett 2006).
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Fig. 4.3 liirg Conzett, Punt

da Suransuns bridge over the
Hinterrhein river through the
Viamala gorge, 1999

In 2007 Valerio Olgiati, born in Chur in 1958, designed his professional studio in
Flims using a strict relationship with the old houses around the historic centre of the
town. The building has two wooden pitches painted black and stands on a reinforced
concrete podium which is kept in sight (Fig. 4.4). Olgiati cites the elementary form
of the nearby rural housing (Breitschmid and Olgiati 2018) composed of wooden
structures erected on masonry work. To tell the truth, not even the architect renounces
the temptation of a comparison with the masters of the modern movement, reducing
the support of the perimeter of the wooden construction on the podium to only the
median points of the sides, and in doing this, looking to one of the themes of research
dear to Mies van der Rohe.

Corinna Menn, born in 1974 and graduating from the ETH in Zurich in the year
2000, belongs to the youngest generation of these architects (Wirz 2010). In the
terraced housing at Tamins, Menn, who has her professional studio in Chur, composed
the elements of the architecture without hiding the connections with joint-cover

Fig. 4.4 Valerio Olgiati,
studio building Olgiati,
Flims (2003-2007)
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Fig. 4.5 Corinna Menn,
terraced houses, Tamins,
2008

profiles, keeping completely in the sight the three materials used to define the rooms:
brickwork for the walls with terracotta for the floors, concrete for the ceilings and
aluminium for the windows (Fig. 4.5). The raw nature of the materials contrasts with
the fine interior furnishings.

Marisa Feuerstein was born in 1967 and opened his professional studio in Scuol.
She graduated in architecture at the ETH in 1993 and has developed an extraordinary
attitude of intervening in historic buildings without imitating them but by being
clearly readable and using natural materials. The il tabla house, the outcome of
the recovery of an old abandoned seventeenth century building that used to have
stalls and a hayloft, saw the architect intervene frankly, highlighting through direct
juxtapositions the quality of the materials and the way in which the construction
elements and finishing contribute to the definition of the spaces (Fig. 4.6).

Stephan Kurath and Ivano Iseppi also belong to the youngest generation, Active
in the Canton of Graubiinden, among other projects they planned the difficult inser-
tion of a service station area near Thusis into the natural landscape (Fig. 4.7). Set
irregularly in the form of a cross, the low building extends along the arms covered in
amantle of aluminium sheets painted white. This finishing induces the interpretation
of the building as a tent built in the middle of the natural context. Naturally, people
think that the tent is temporary and can be removed at any time so that the original
conditions of the landscape can be re-established. The internal spaces are finished in
wood, a material also used for part of the structure (Fig. 4.8).

In protecting archaeological sites around Chur, the architect Peter Zumthor, born
in Basel in 1943, is decidedly explicit in showing the traces of the construction proce-
dure (Zumthor 2010). The architectural organism, almost completely wooden, clearly
metaphorically and in the reality, exhibits the process used to build it (Figs. 4.9 and
4.10). The same meaning of the construction procedure can be read in the reference
grid of pillars and beams that substantiate the envelope that protects the excavations
(Zumthor and Binet 1998). Nothing is concealed from view. This way of working,
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Fig. 4.6 Marisa Feuerstein, Wohnhaus il tabla, Scuol (2012). Shelter for cars (photo by Christian
Ammann)

Fig. 4.7 Stephan Kurath & Ivano Iseppi, Viamala Service Station, Thusis (2005-2008)

which involves extreme attention to the characteristics of materials and construction
elements exposed to view without diaphragms, has helped to conserve the architec-
tural work. In fact, although designed more than thirty years ago, the Roman ruins
shelters are still in perfect condition and the plan has not even aged and so still
looks very current. Located on the edge of an industrial area, the wooden pavilions
designed by Zumthor are not expressed in a flashy, garish way but instead the role
of the protagonist in its relationship to the visitor is left to the content. The regular
geometry of the volumes does not expose the architecture to the temporary duration
of spontaneous fashionable trends in art.

Corresponding to the asceticism of the Graubiinden area is the detachment from
the industrial development model to which the antithesis is, indeed, skilled artesian
craftsmanship. There is a clear connection with the crucial question of sustainability,
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Fig. 4.8 Peter Zumthor,
Roman ruins shelters, Chur
(1985-86). Detail of the
wooden structure

Fig. 4.9 Peter Zumthor,
Roman ruins shelters, Chur
(1985-86). Entry point

at least regarding renewing interest in materials which opens new horizons on the use
of unfinished materials in the construction industry, and the restoration of disused
space, unused architecture, and urban contexts abandoned as an alternative to new
constructions and virgin soil consumption. In general, the Graubiinden architecture
is lacking spectacularism, able to draw its own extraordinariness from the common
world thereby, in reality, generating an increasingly strong bond between art and
daily life.

The practice of restoration not only forms part of a strategy of the redevelopment
of the abandoned and degraded architectural heritage but is also composed of a real
and true attitude of rediscovering the traditions and cultural heritage and favours close
control of the territory in which the scope of the project is the reply to the identification
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Fig. 4.10 Alison e Peter Smithson, Hunstanton Secondary School, Norfolk (1949-54). This
Smithson’ architecture is a very famous symbol of neo-brutalist tendency

and control of the degraded areas. The architecture of the post-production epoch
arises out of new ethics contrasting to the consumer society and is linked to the
direct experience of the society which is substantiated in bleak austere spaces.

4.3 Conclusions

Although with the due distinction concerning the wide theme of the form of buildings,
which is pursued with great determination in the architecture of the Graubiinden area,
acontinuous inspiration can be recognised between the minimalist ascetic experience
and the neo-brutalist trend developed in the London suburbs in the 1950s. Charac-
teristic aspects belonging both to the neo-brutalist movement, which had important
interpreters in Alison and Peter Smithson with their Hunstanton Secondary School
(Figs. 4.10, 4.11 and 4.12), and to the important ramification of the Swiss mini-
malist asceticism are the rejection of spectacularism, indifference to current trends,
the valorisation of the raw state—to the limit of non-transformation — of the mate-
rials, the rejection of the perfect completion, clear expression, and the essentiality of
the construction process (Purini 2011). With the as found culture (Lichtenstein and
Schregenberger 2001), the architects of the Graubiinden area share the search in the
banal of an ordinary world for a new exceptional nature, including the possibility of
using poor materials.

There remains a net distinction between the two trends in the theme of the form, a
priori rejected by the exponents of Neo-Brutalism, exclusively interested in the mate-
rials and the construction process—better an ugly but lived architecture than a beau-
tiful but deserted one—but studied and searched up to the limit of self-satisfaction by
the Swiss authors considered in the present paper, for example as testified to by the
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Fig.4.11 Alison e Peter Smithson, Hunstanton Secondary School, Norfolk (1949-54). Detail of a
flight of stairs

Fig. 4.12 Alison e Peter Smithson, Hunstanton Secondary School, Norfolk (1949-54). View of a
classroom

cubic volumes of the Marktoberdorf Contemporary Art Gallery designed by Valentin
Bearth and Andrea Deplazes, owing to a large debt to the purity of the construction
projects of Mies van der Rohe.

The Graubiinden architects, therefore, promote an ascetic art that on the one
hand communicates the simplicity and honesty of the construction and the materials,
and has roots in post-avant-garde thought, while on the other hand searches for
purity of form. Sensitive to tradition and conscious of the social responsibility of
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architecture, they search for a sincere confrontation with reality according to design
ethics that always has a cultural and social purpose. In conclusion, they express an
architecture that does not intend to amaze, is discrete and lacks novelty, which shows
how materials and function of the parts converge within the form, carrying out the
social role of increasing environmental awareness in the psyche of the people.
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