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The graduation studio Masterly Apprentice focuses on how we learn from 

and relate to other buildings and architects. The studio is on one hand an 

investigation into building culture, on the other, an investigation into our 

individual and collective learning processes. It is about the way we build upon 

the work of others, how we use and contribute to the architecture gene pool. 

In	order	to	become	a	better	designer	you	have	to	reflect	upon	your	own	work.	

Thinking about how you learned from others can be very helpful in doing this. 

We are able to look critically at what we are doing. Part of learning from a 

building is referencing. The graduation studio starts with an exploration into 

what referencing is about. Learning about how others use references and 

learn from buildings will guide us in our own learning process. Our graduation 

studio explored the theory of Miroslav Šik, a swiss architect and professor 

at the ETH Zürich, and how in his studio the students use references as an 

important part of their design method. In relation to this we will elaborate upon 

the learning process in our own studio and how references are involved in 

this.	 A	 personal	 reflection	 on	what	 researching	 Šik	 teached	 us	will	 be	 the	

conclusion of the essay.

Theory 

This way of “relating to” and designing with a reference is evident in the 

theory of Miroslav Šik. Therefore the collective research about learning from a 

building, starts with exploring his ideas. He explicitly talks about referencing 

in his theories and isn’t afraid of showing his inspirations. Šik’s ideas are part 

of the postmodern tradition: learning from previous generations, rather than 

a denial of the past. Šik names it “reform” architecture, as striving to bring 

change by reform. This process is evolutionary rather than revolutionary. 

There is no rejection of the past, no “tabula rasa” of the urban setting and 

the buildings we encounter. There have been architects before us, as well 

as vernacular architecture, that we will have to deal with and can learn from. 

[1] [2]

USING REFERENCES 

by Vera Awadis, Simone Creemers & Ieva Mileika

After his studies at the ETH Zürich under professor Aldo Rossi, Šik formed his 

own approach in the 80’s, developing a method he would call “dirty realism”. 

This method would study the surroundings to the smallest detail, starting the 

design concept with a careful pencil hand perspective, where everything, 

even the mud, would be seen. It required Šik and his students to pay a lot of 

attention to detail and profoundly comprehend the environment. Drawing in 

detail compels us to observe the object in a critical manner. This way differs 

from the common way of scrolling through a pinterest page and looking at 

reference	buildings.	A	fast	look	at	references	can	be	superficial	and	oblivious	

to the surroundings and argumentation behind the images we see. We tend 

to	forget	that	they	are	the	final	result	of	a	process	and	part	of	a	context.	[3]

Way of working

Miroslav	 Šik’s	 current	 method	 consists	 of	 two	 parts:	 first,	 finding	 a	 place	

within a “family tree” of his architectural fathers: architects whose standpoint 

he	finds	applicable	to	his	own	designs,	and	from	whom	he	would	loan	formal	

means	of	expression.	He	 tries	 to	find	how	he	fits	 in	 the	general	 tradition	of	

architecture. Secondly it is Miroslav Šik’s ambition to see the potential of the 

environment and design upon this. He is not trying to do this by intruding 

the	context	with	a	large	gesture	and	striking	up	a	fight.	He	in	fact	is	trying	to	

eliminate the contrast between the existing urban environment and the new 

building. His own design needs to carefully merge into the surroundings. [4]

[image 1]
Hand perspective drawing of 
Miroslav Šik, St. Antonius 
parish center in Egg, Zurich, 
1997
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The context we encounter most often is not spectacular, but we still should 

respect	 it	 and	 respond	 to	 it	 in	 a	 dignified	manner.	Most	 surroundings	 are	

ordinary and are not ready for radical architecture. The manner described 

by Šik is about engaging in a dialog with the surroundings, introducing a 

collage of outside references and blending this into a harmonious ensemble. 

Somehow the building should help to reveal the quality of the surroundings 

and bring forward the poetics of the everyday life. Within the constraints of the 

context he tries to develop his own creativity. [5]

Using this method, Šik arrives at an “empirical stylistic mixture” of a building, 

which shapes his design. This mixture has traces of the general tradition of 

architecture	and	includes	specific	formal	references,	it	takes	account	of	the	

specific	context,	but	is	also	rooted	in	his	personal	taste.	The	new	building	is	

something of a collage in itself. [6]

Whether this in some cases stays at the ‘trying on a dress’ level, is for us 

to judge. Some of Šik’s own work appears to be more concerned with the 

mood	and	the	first	impression	one	gets	from	the	facade	than	the	wellbeing	of	

residents using the building. For example the facade of the Musikerwohnhaus 

in Bienenstrasse in Zürich (1992-1998) conveys a mood relating to the 

environment and has design elements referring to the surrounding buildings, 

but little attention seems to be spend on the quality of the apartments which 

all are very noisy; as we experienced ourselves during the study trip to 

Switzerland, exploring the building and talking to its residents. When just 

looking at the facade the mixture is a harmonious ensemble like Šik’s intention, 

observing it closely will reveal how the building relates to the environment and 

uncover all the little references present in the design. The more you look, the 

more you will see how it relates to the surroundings.

Teaching & studio - how do Šik’s students learn

Professor Šik uses a similar method in the master studio he supervises: 

starting the design with composing a collage of a particular mood, using a 

reference project. It is a tool to visualise which mood the student wants to 

investigate in relation to a real location and program. This one image is the 

leading concept for the whole design. The students focus on how they can 

translate	the	qualities	of	this	first	image,	an	abstract	mood	into	a	building,	a	

concrete design. They all work on the same site and in the end submit their 

work in a format prescribed by Šik. The reference collage becomes the main 

measure to judge the project by. Judgement of the success of the selection 

and application of this reference would be entirely under Šik’s authority. [2]

The method seems liberating and restricting at the same time. Liberating, 

since it focuses on one expression, which becomes the main theme of the 

design. A collage of mood and formal means to elaborate on in detail and give 

the atmosphere a real form. Giving a name to fascinations, making them very 

explicit. Focussing on one reference frees the student from all other possible 

intrusions. At the same time it would mean restraining oneself to a single 

reference and acting within this boundary. It would teach students discipline 

and ask for modesty in expressing their own ego: it focuses on the actual 

creation of the building by bringing the selected mood to life by spatial and 

[image 2] 
Visit and interview with 
Miroslav Šik at the ETH 
Zürich - 28 november 2017 
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technical means rather than the wish to create great architecture. A careful 

selection of a reference picture is critical since the entire design is based 

on it, thus the quality of this choice determines for a large part the quality 

of the project. For a student the reference offers guidance along the path of 

exploration and experimentation while not interfering with their own creativity, 

as creativity is born out of restriction as well. 

Our studio - how do we learn

In the studio Masterly Apprentice we work with a similar method as Šik’s, 

choosing one reference as the base for our complete graduation research 

and design. Different to Šik’s studio is that in our studio not all students are at 

the same phase in their design process. Every quartile new students join the 

studio and others graduate, like this the composition of studio always changes. 

In addition to this we all have individual reference projects, locations and 

design questions instead of one same assignment. The joint theme however 

is how we learn from buildings. We feel at ease to discuss this theme with 

each	other	in	relation	to	our	own	projects.	It	is	not	about	competing	to	find	the	

best solution for a particular design question and site, but about how we all 

deal with the question; ‘how do we learn?’ Together we try to understand and 

describe the methods of exploring a reference building and learning from it. 

Talking about it and explaining what we do among our and other generations 

of	students	helps	us	to	reflect	upon	our	own	designs.	The	collective	essays	of	

our ongoing studio serve as a collection of elaborations of the various themes 

involved in this learning process.

The process starts with a fascination for a reference building. Inspired by the 

atmosphere, material qualities, details, light, construction and composition 

of the building, we start investigating every detail involved in creating it. By 

analysis and empirical engagement with the building we go in depth trying to 

grasp	how	the	building	is	set	up,	finding	out	how	the	architect	made	certain	

design decisions and what he tried to achieve. Making analytical drawings 

and models helps us to explore the reference. The essay about redrawing 

illustrates that by gathering information necessary for this step, you come 

across inconsistencies. Researching these provides you with understanding 

of the design. Modeling in 3D helps to understand how the different elements 

relate to each other. Recreating the atmosphere of the building in a model 

gives the possibility to physically engage and experience what is involved in 

creating the atmosphere. In each step of the replication process you become 

familiar with a new layer like; the composition of elements, the material 

qualities, the details and the light conditions as mentioned in the essay on 

model making. We can observe the impact and expression of the design 

decisions	made	by	the	architect	in	the	model	and	reflect	upon	them.	Visiting	

the building and observing the model creates intimacy between the student 

and reference as mentioned in the essay about the methodology. From the 

reference research together with a site analysis and program compilation, 

we can deduce themes on which we can elaborate in our own designs. 

These themes would form our ambition and are the criteria against which 

we can test our design decisions. While trying to translate the themes into 

a physical building, we can always look at how the architect did this in the 

reference project. We can apply the references one on one, but also drift 

away from them in a quest to be original in our own design. During the entire 

design process, we have the reference building and location in mind and ask 

ourselves the question ‘how does what I do relate back to this.’ We reason 

our own design decisions against the ones made in the reference project. 

We can ‘try on’ these decisions, almost as if it would be a piece of clothing, to 

see their immediate impact and scale in relation to our own vision of a certain 

design problem. It assists in understanding the scale and complexity of ideas 

and problems we are trying to deal with. We look for elements in the reference 

that might be a solution to our design problems and for ways to apply them.

Just like in Šik’s studio the reference building keeps us constrained. It holds 

us up to its level of detail, intensity of experience, treatment of site and design 

concepts, yet liberates us to freely explore it to the bone and taking these 

explorations to our own design. It offers us guidance in bringing the design to 
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life. A wisely chosen reference building can take our own design to a higher 

level and allows us to strive for achieving the same level of intensity and detail. 

Creating a perspective drawing or recreating the building through a model 

contributes to understanding and imagining the atmosphere. It contributes to 

the	empirical	form	finding:	based	on	experience	and	observations.	It	gives	us	

the	possibility	to	engage	with	and	reflect	upon	the	building.

Personal	reflection

In the studio Matersly Apprentice we all explore the theme of how we learn 

from buildings. Together we try to unravel everything involved in the method. 

We	all	 have	our	personal	 reflection	upon	what	we	can	 learn	 from	Miroslav	

Šik,	how	he	finds	his	way	in	our	design	process	and	how	we	can	work	with	

references.	Tree	of	these	personal	reflections	are	described.	

Studying Miroslav Šik has been an open invitation to think of and not be 

ashamed of the ordinary context; to feel invited and needed in designing 

our everyday activities by giving them appropriate surroundings. It has been 

a reminder that we can see inspiration in many ordinary things if only we 

look hard. Working with references and naming them helps to follow the 

evolution of ideas, methods and tendencies in architecture. By looking at the 

one reference that has been the leading thread of the complete graduation 

process,	I	have	learned	to	see	and	start	to	understand	influences	on	my	own	

and other architect’s work, and naming them. Tracing this one reference, 

the work and ideas of Sigurd Lewerentz, throughout the contemporary 

work I encountered during my graduation, I begun to notice more and more 

architecture	offices	 influenced	by	his	work	 and	naming	Lewerentz	 as	 their	

inspiration. Without doubt, for these architects, as well as for Miroslav Šik, 

and for myself, there are many more architecture “fathers” to learn from, as 

all our ideas contribute to the architecture gene pool and return from there, 

matured, in our own designs and in the work of the others. Still one can see 

that in many cases architects do not name their reference sources, perhaps 

fearing to be compared to them or considering the reference to be an minor 

part of their design process, already so fussed there is no need to mention 

it. The work of Miroslav Šik and our graduations studio has taught me to be 

more	 aware	 and	 critical	 to	 references	 and	 their	 influence	 upon	 my	 work,	

bringing it to a higher level. The reference project is a good reminder of the 

human scale, and the level of detail we should strive for. Working with a digital 

mass model often misleads us scale wise, we tend to make things larger and 

more impressive, or smaller and squeezed in. The actual reference building, 

visiting and recreating it helps us to imagine our designs in reality and thus 

asks more responsibility from us to deal with these real, grey, and ordinary 

yet our surroundings.

Looking	at	the	architecture	of	Miroslav	Šik	for	the	first	time,	its	modesty	didn’t	

generate immediate enthusiasm. Analysing the Burgerhuus in Haldenstein 

(2005), showed the layering of the design. It seems like Šik started with a 

basic volume and kept transforming it until it concealed itself among the other 

buildings in the small village. His designs are never on the foreground but 

observing them up close reveals the intriguing way in which they interact with 

their environment. All kinds of small references can be traced back to the 

surroundings. The fact that not all buildings can be extraordinary and not all 

environments can absorb great architecture implies the necessity for Šik’s 

theory. His method shows responsibility for making design decisions that 

benefit	and	contribute	 to	a	coherent	urban	structure	and	 therefore	 the	well	

being of its users. Šik understands the importance of the urban ensemble and 

feels that he should contribute to making it even more harmonious and exuding 

of	its	already	present	qualities.	Studying	Šik	teached	me	that	it	is	justified	to	

make modest architecture and that it is a responsibility for designers to think 

about how what we do relates to the context. A building doesn’t need to be 

great to be special. Being able to see the need of small gestures and making 

them is in some cases just as important. Thinking about how we make use of 

references	and	learn	from	them	gives	us	the	opportunity	to	reflect	upon	our	

own designs. We become aware of how our own frame of reference and the 

collective	architecture	history	we	are	part	of,	influence	our	design	decisions	
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and are part of our reasoning. Our own frame of reference always plays a role 

in the designs we make, we are simply unable to ignore it. Šik shows us a 

self-conscious way of referring to it. It is sensible to always keep broadening 

your	frame	of	reference.	Investigating,	reflecting	and	learning	from	references	

broadens	 your	 architectural	 vocabulary	 and	helps	 you	 to	 find	 solutions	 for	

your own design questions.

Not feeling ashamed by using ideas from others, but yet giving your own twist 

on that idea. By doing so, grasping your personal taste. Understanding what 

you like and dislike, while being critical during the learning process. At the 

same time giving the environment and the users what they call for. That is what 

Miroslav Šik got me to. Learning from the reference by tracing what intrigued 

me the most and using this as a base for my own design. What I learned from 

the building can be described in one word, atmosphere. I became intrigued 

how the atmosphere of the reference was formed, how the physical and 

psychological senses are contradictory. How every design decision is based 

on	creating	the	atmosphere.	And	how	this	atmosphere	fits	into	the	users	need.	

Having	 said	 that,	 I	 implemented	 this	 first	 idea	of	 atmosphere,	 and	 relating	

back to it during every design decision. Before studying Šik it would probably 

feel as coping of stealing an idea, but using the idea and building upon this 

idea makes it still original. And after analyzing Šik’s theory and projects, it 

stood out how other architects built upon references as well in practice.  
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MEANINGFUL CONTINUITY

by Rick de Vries & Jan Quinten Gijsbertsen

Articulating a stance on the relationship between old and new is a question 

every architect will face. Miroslav Šik describes the relationship he pursues as 

a	“meaningful	continuity”	and	defines	it	as	follows:	

“an ongoing renewal of the old, thus a sense of history combined with an 
affirmation	of	numerous	conventions	and	common	practices,	and	at	the	
same time a clear “yes” to moderate and reasonable renewal.” [1]

This	definition	sounds	reasonable,	but	what	does	it	exactly	mean,	and	how	do	

you put it into practice? The start of the explanation “an ongoing renewal of 

the old” could already mean many different things ranging from continuously 

destroying and rebuilding the urban fabric, to continuous renovation and 

musealization	of	a	historic	inner	city.	The	“affirmation	of	numerous	conventions	

and common practices” and “a yes to moderate and reasonable renewal” 

does give some sense of what it could mean in practice, but still does not 

cancel out any approach. In this essay, we would like to dive deeper in what 

it	means	to	bring	meaningful	continuity	 into	practice,	and	attempt	 to	define	

guidelines for achieving a meaningful continuity in a new building design.

Understanding ‘meaningful continuity’

In order to get a better understanding of what Šik means with meaningful 

continuity,	 we	 will	 explore	 what	 the	 implications	 are	 of	 his	 definition.	 For	

example: notice how Šik says “a sense of history” and not “knowledge of 

history”. This does not imply that an architect should know all of the historical 

context of a given plot, it implies that the architect should be able to sense 

and prioritize which aspects of history are important. Therefore, an architect 

should have empathy for the history of the plot he or she designs on, and 

should determine what is important to know, and what is not.

The	 definition	 shows	 that	 “an	 affirmation	 of	 numerous	 conventions	 and	

common practices” is of importance when pursuing meaningful continuity. As 

conventions and common practices are ideas developed throughout history 

and are still present today, they depict the continuity to this day. Knowing how 

such common practices or conventions have changed over time reveals the 

core concept of such a practice or convention. The core concept is the idea 

behind the convention or practice that has remained unaltered. This gives 

insight into how an architect could transform these himself. These are the 

historical references that should become the foundation for a new design. 

“That is the principle of working with references. The more you know, the more 

you are able to transform it.” [2]

“At the same time a clear “yes” to moderate and reasonable renewal.” 

Moderation	 and	 reasonableness	 are	 words	 which	 are	 undefined	 in	 this	

context. These words leave a lot open to interpretation, which is probably 

done intentionally. In an interview in the magazine Werk, Bauen + Wohnen, 

Šik describes how he takes reference of das alltags (i.e. the commonplace) 

and das volkstümmliche (i.e. that what the people believe is true). He states: 

“Das Volkstümliche bedeutet für uns: was die Oma als Rot erkennt, ist rot, und 

nicht,	was	ich	als	Architekt	oder	als	Bestandteil	einer	Gruppe	definiere.”	[3]	

Das volkstümmliche means for us: that what the grandmother believes is red, 

is	red,	and	not	what	I	as	an	architect	or	as	part	of	any	group	define	it	to	be.	

We	can	argue	that	moderate	and	reasonable	renewal	is	defined	by	that	what	

the people believe to be moderate and reasonable. It asks again for empathy 

from the architect, this time empathy for the people, so that even the layman 

can understand the design as a reinterpretation of common practices and 

building conventions.

Meaningful continuity put into practice

How do we put meaningful continuity into practice? Šik provides us with 

several tools and guidelines. The most important way to create a meaningful 

continuity is to get to know the context one works in. This can be divided in 

two	parts,	 site	 specific	context	 and	 the	 frame	of	 reference.	Understanding	

both the context of the site and one’s personal frame of reference requires 

time and persistence, and is a continuous learning process. The more one 
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understands his context the more one will be able to use and transform it. 

As Šik describes it: After observing one’s context for a while, something 

remarkable happens:

 “The grey veil that usually envelops everyday life begins to lift. The tiniest 
flower,	the	most	insignificant	weed	that	we	always	overlooked	because	it	
was sounimportant, suddenly reveals its beauty. As if the lingering gaze 
were a magic wand, and ‘open sesame’ formula capable of disclosing the 
splendour of anything and everything.” [4] 

Šik	 finds	beauty	 in	what	 is	 ordinary,	which	 is	 usually	 overlooked.	He	does	

this	through	observing	the	specific	context	and	trying	to	empathise	with	the	

surroundings,	 finding	 the	most	 important	 characteristics	 that	 constitute	 the	

atmosphere. In this way he tries to capture the essence of the place. What 

are	 important	 aspects	 to	 consider,	 and	 what	 does	 this	 place	 specifically	

demand? In this way he obtains the knowledge he needs to contribute to a 

meaningful continuity.

Besides understanding the site, Šik has also build up a frame of reference 

throughout his life. A part of  Šik’s frame of reference is “his family”, which 

consists of all the architects he is personally interested in and analyzed 

closely. The ‘family’ of Šik, but also one’s own ‘family’, grows in time. Through 

the years one will understand the ‘family’ better and see more connections 

between the different ‘family’ members and one’s own ideas. Furthermore, 

during one’s life one acquires all sorts of knowledge based on interests and 

experiences. This family is important, as it will help to shape future designs. 

In choosing a reference from their ‘family’, one chooses which ideas are 

worthwhile to be part of the continuity. Introducing foreign references into the 

design should be done consciously, as this choice determines which ideas 

are meaningful to continue.

After understanding the place and broadening one’s frame of reference 

one should be able to identify the core concepts, and choose one or more 

references in order to transform them. There is not one right reference, yet 

the selected reference will have a big impact on the design, so it should 

be selected carefully. The transformation of the core concept allows one 

to develop and integrate a new idea. With this, one enters into a dialogue 

with the core concept. This dialogue is a nuanced act of designing, it is a 

combination of one or more references with a core concept, where these 

references should not dominate the core concept.

In an interview Šik explains how he teaches his students to incorporate a 

reference into the design. He uses an example of the use of solar technology. 

Most of the students put them on the roof, but this does not necessarily create 

a meaningful continuity, as it is not incorporated into the design, but more 

a separate addition. It would be better if it were incorporated in a design 

element,	for	example	in	the	facade	configuration.	In	this	way	one	can	use	solar	

technology as a force to change the tradition. This process of transforming 

and combining references will become easier the longer one works with it. 

“The liberty of transformation comes by time.” [5]
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Conclusion

To	conclude,	Šik’s	definition	does	not	provide	well	defined	conditions	when	

a	 design	 adds	 to	 a	 meaningful	 continuity.	 Yet	 combining	 his	 definition	

of meaningful continuity and his theories, he does give guidelines how an 

architect should design in order to create a meaningful continuity. 

Firstly, it is important to acquire knowledge of the site to learn what the 

common practices and conventions are. This is done through investing time to 

observe the site closely and trying to capture which elements are essential in 

the place. After determining the essential elements of the place it is important 

to consciously select one or more references. This is an important choice as 

it will determine which ideas will be part of the continuity. 

Secondly, these essential elements should be transformed using the 

selected reference by entering into a dialogue. This dialogue, an act of 

designing, wherein the knowledge of the core concepts is combined with 

personal references, might cause ones design to evolve in something that is 

meaningful.	In	the	end	it	will	be	beneficial	to	spend	as	much	time	as	possible	

to get to know one’s frame of reference and the site. This will help to become 

better at transforming and to create a meaningful continuity. 
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THE POSSIBILITIE OF ‘VERVREMDUNG’

by Zou Danfeng, Sjoerd Deckers & Wilbert de Rooij

“It’s about time that we understood urban architecture as a dialogue based, 

evolving, and collective artwork. Through its design, the mood it conveys, 

and its usage, every new building can strike up a dialogue with its local 

surroundings, no matter how much the structure might appear to be bursting 

with fragments both old and alien.’’ [1]

In his goal to create ensembles by means of his buildings, one of Sik’s main 

design tools is the concept of ‘Verfremdung’. The word ‘Verfremdung’ has no 

literal translation in the dictionary. Words that approach ‘Verfremdung’ the 

closest are ‘estrangement’ and ‘defamiliarization’ but they still do not grasp its 

full meaning. Therefore, this essay will explore the design tool ‘Verfremdung’ 

in theory as well as practice. This will be done by means of the following 

research question: ‘What role does ‘Verfremdung’ play in the design process 

and what are its possibilities?’

First the essay will start by identifying the position of ‘Verfremdung’ in 

the design process. Subsequently the process of ‘Verfremdung’ in Sik’s 

Musikerwohnhaus will be described. In order to explore other interpretations 

of ‘Verfremdung’, the tool will be linked to multiple case studies to investigate 

its possibilities. The conclusion will offer a broad summary of the essay and 

answers the research question. 

Identification

Sik takes ‘Verfremdung’ as a design tool to achieve a certain ‘ensemble’. 

Different buildings in a city are like musicians with different musical 

instruments. “All inhabitants and designers play a dedicated and creative 

part.”[2] It means that different parts of the city can maintain their own 

uniqueness while meeting the same coherence.

 

In order to achieve an ‘ensemble’, designers look for references that match 

the context, and make a collage out of the selected references. The next 

step is to modify this collage in order to create a different expression which 
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contributes to the ‘ensemble’. An important aspect of this process is that the 

modified	product	should	create	a	coherence	with	the	context.	“If	architectures	

merely collide and clash, the result is fragments and contrasts, but not 

urban	architecture.”[3]		The	transformation	from	collage	to	modified	product	

can be described as ‘Verfremdung’. It can be understood as a process of 

defamiliarization	that	finally	becomes	a	modified	representation	of	the	initial	

reference.

References Collage ‘Verfremdung’ Product

The designer’s approach to ‘Verfremdung’ is based on the most direct and 

subjective understanding for the sense of the place, instead of abstract 

diagrams and mapping. There is no absolute or universal method for 

‘Verfremdung’ which can be applied to all projects. Therefore, in the following 

parts, different kinds of ‘Verfremdung’ will be discussed by introducing a 

number of case studies. 

‘Verfremdung’ in Miroslav Sik’s Musikerwohnhaus

Miroslav Sik’s Musikerwohnhaus in Zürich is a clear example of a project 

where ‘Verfremdung’  was used. The building site is located in an industrial 

part	of	the	city,	which	mainly	consists	of	large	scale	offices	and	warehouses.	

In this project Sik used ‘Verfremdung’ for the geometry of the building, the 

materialization,	and	specific	design	elements.

[diagram 1] 
Verfremdung process
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For the footprint Sik aligned the Musikerwohnhaus with the adjacent buildings, 

parallel to the street. The height of the building is mediating between 

the heights of the surrounding buildings. Also the materialization of the 

Musikerwohnhaus is inspired by its context. In this area of the city concrete 

is a widely used building material. Miroslav Sik responds to this context by 

applying grey stucco for the streetsides of the facades. For the facades at the 

courtyards Sik selected a warm yellowish stucco, to create a more cheerful 

experience. In this way Sik responds to the context, but at the same time 

dares	to	differ	from	it	to	create	a	more	desirable	experience	for	the	specific	

function of the building.

Besides the geometry, and materialization, Miroslav Sik also uses context-

related elements as references for the ‘Verfremdung’. From the direct context 

Sik uses the geometry of the glass facades of the bus depot to create the 

staircases. An other reference he uses for his design are traditional French 

windows, which are commonly used in Zürich. In the staircases Miroslav Sik 

added decorative elements, which are derived from musical notes, in order 

to display the building’s function. The Musikerwohnhaus illustrates a broad 

range of references Miroslav Sik uses for ‘Verfremdung’, to make this building 

a coherent element in its context.

Same tool, different outcomes

Although Sik mentions the use of ‘Verfremdung’ very explicitly in his theories, 

it is not a tool only used by Sik. In fact, ‘Verfremdung’ is a tool used by most 

architects in a more or less explicit way. The outcome of the process of 

‘Verfremdung’ is highly dependant on the attitude and personal preferences 

of an architect. Even if the architects are using similar types of references, the 

outcome can still differ a lot. A comparison between the Bürgerhuus by Sik 

and the auditorium theatre by Siza proves this phenomenon.

Both architects use the direct context of the design location as leading 

references for the shape and materialization of their buildings. However, the 
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interpretations of these similar references are very different. Sik incorporates 

the	fine	grain	size	of	the	buildings	surrounding	the	plot	within	the	shape	of	his	

own building. Siza on the other hand relates the main shape of the theatre to 

the hills surrounding the village. Where Sik tries to mimic a natural stone by 

modifying the surface of the concrete he uses, Siza uses the most common 

local	 building	 material	 as	 cladding	 for	 his	 building.	 Also	 the	 influence	 of	

personal preferences, such as the italian balconies in Sik’s project as well as 

the	promenade	architecturale	in	Siza’s	building,	contribute	significantly	to	the	

differences between the two eventual designs.

The comparison shows that both architects acquire references from local 

shapes, building materials and personal preferences. Both architects apply 

the tool ‘Verfremdung’ on their chosen references. However, the outcome of 

their	designs	is	very	different.	This	can	be	explained	by	two	factors.	The	first	

one is the choice of references in which architects are free to chose the ones 

that suits them best. The other one is the degree of ‘Verfremdung’ an architect 

applies on a certain reference. The architect decides how far an element is 

estranged from its reference. Given these two arguments,‘Verfremdung’ is, 

quoting Miroslav Sik, a tool which can result in millions of possible outcomes.

[4] 

Variations on the tool ‘Verfremdung’

Within	‘Verfremdung’	multiple	variations	can	be	identified.	In	some	cases	the	

‘Verfremdung’ is applied in such a way that it becomes questionable whether 

‘Verfremdung’ is the right word to explain it. Using ‘Gebouw A’ in Radio 

Kootwijk as reference project two variants are illustrated. 

A variation of ‘Verfremdung’ is more of a typological ‘Verfremdung’. In this 

way	of	‘Verfremdung’	not	a	specific	building	element	is	selected,	but	the	final	

design resembles multiple characteristic elements of a certain building type. 

A nickname of ‘Gebouw A’ is ‘cathedral of the Veluwe’. Not only does the 

shape of the body and the tower show resemblance with a cathedral, also 

[image 5] 
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in the large hall a large balcony is present. In cathedrals these balconies 

are often used for the organ. In this case characteristic elements from a 

cathedral can be recognized in the building, but it lacks a certain precision 

to unambiguously state that the building is a direct product of ‘Verfremdung’. 

For the reference with a cathedral the word ‘analogy’ may be more suitable. 

Another variation of ‘Verfremdung’ illustrates the difference between 

‘Verfremdung’ and its English description ‘defamiliarization’. In this case the 

elements themselves are familiar elements. However the combination of these 

elements in a certain context, create an unfamiliar or unusual experience. In 

‘Gebouw A’ tadelakt, an ancient lime plastering technique from Morocco, is 

used to cover the walls. Both the material itself and the production technique 

are applied in the traditional way. The defamiliarization arises when the 

Moroccan plaster is combined with tile patterns inspired by Persian carpets, 

and Amsterdam School style staircases, within the Dutch building tradition.

The different variations of ‘Verfremdung’ illustrate the ambiguity around the 

precise meaning of the concept. In other words, Miroslav Sik’s concept of 

‘Verfremdung’	 can’t	 be	 simply	 defined	 or	 translated	 into	 estrangement,	

defamiliarization, or analogy. 

Verfremdung over time

In the classic revival movement of the 19th century, eclecticism directly 

integrates the elements of ancient Rome and ancient Greek architecture 

without much transformation and interpretation, although its purpose was to 

create a new architectural style. 

 

Nowadays, although historical architectural language appears in 

contemporary projects, most architects tend to not directly copy symbols 

from historical buildings anymore. On the contrary, architects often create 

new variations on old elements. For example, in the Tama Library, where the 

arch is no longer subject to structural requirements, but is transformed into a 

[image 7] 
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pure aesthetic element. The spatial sequence formed by continuous arches 

can also be seen in the Dragon Art Museum. Both of these buildings do not 

directly borrow historical elements, but instead use more subtle means to 

convert these historical elements into new expressions.

Some projects draw inspiration from engineering projects, for example the 

Steilneset Memorial of Peter Zumthor. The slender shape of the building 

mimics the construction of a ship in the shipyard. Another example is the 

Burgo Paper Mill which uses a concrete bridge structure, which lifts the 

concrete roof with steel cables, creating a large-span structure to suit the 

needs of the factory. Both buildings extract properties from references that 

meet the needs of the architect who subsequently re-interpret them. This 

illustrates that the scope of references is less limited to the architectural 

domain. It can be extended to anything in our everyday life, also resulting 

in	different	methods	of	‘Verfremdung’.	The	result	 is	the	diversification	of	the	

contemporary architectural practice. We can learn from culture in the broadest 

sense and use ‘Verfremdung’ to form our own architectural language, which 

results in a wider variety of architectural designs.

Conclusion

What role does ‘Verfremdung’ play in the design process and what are 

the possibilities? ‘Verfremdung’ is the part in the design process in which 

modification	 takes	place.	The	way	 this	 ‘Verfremdung’	 is	 executed	 is	highly	

dependant on the approach and personal preferences of the architect. This 

becomes clear in the different case studies. They demonstrate that although 

the same tool is used, the way the tool is used differs, resulting in different 

outcomes.

‘Verfremdung’ can be compared to gene mutation. In gene mutation the 

original gene evolves into a new one. Sometimes this evolution is positive, 

sometimes it is negative. Nevertheless, the possible mutations are endless. For 

genes, natural selection makes sure that the positive mutations survive while 
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the negative ones vanish. Natural selection is not available for ‘Verfremdung’. 

Instead, it is the architect who has the responsibility to decide whether a 

mutation is positive or negative based on his own personal preferences and 

experience.
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ŠIK’S THEORY IN PRACTICE

by Soleiman Naderi & Noor Al-Khayat

As was evident from the previous essays, the terms ‘continuity’, ‘ensemble’ 

and ‘estrangement’ run as constant, recurring themes in Miroslav Šik’s 

writings,	lectures	and	public	talks.	With	this	essay,	we	first	give	an	overview	

of these theories by doing a close reading of some of Šik’s publications 

where the terms are mentioned. The results of these readings and our critical 

interpretations of them will then be assessed in Šik’s practice by considering 

them in a realized project whose conception has allegedly (by Šik himself 

as well as other theorists) been rooted in these terms; the hotel complex La 

Longeraie in Morges, western Switzerland.

Terminology

On continuity, Šik writes: “Anyone who is fascinated by the variety of the 

city he lives in will be interested in its preservation and continuity. [...] By 

meaningful continuity, I mean an on-going renewal of the old...” [1]. Here, Šik 

defines	continuity	with	 the	seemingly	paradoxical	phrase	“ongoing	renewal	

of	the	old”.	He	clarifies	this	further:	“...	thus	a	sense	of	history	combined	with	

an	affirmation	of	numerous	conventions	and	common	practices,	and	at	 the	

same time a clear “yes” to moderate and reasonable renewal.”[1]. Šik uses 

the phrases ‘numerous conventions’ and ‘common practices’ fairly liberally, 

they are left subjective and open for interpretation. This vagueness somewhat 

typifies	Šik’s	tone.	Concepts	and	ideas	are	kept	ambiguous	and	only	made	

specific	as	they	are	translated	into	practice.	This	also	means	that	terms	and	

definitions	 he	 uses	might	 refer	 to	 slightly	 different	 things	 when	 describing	

different	projects.	Room	is	left	out	for	particular,	context-	and	project-specific	

solutions.

Another distinction of Šik’s writing is the fact that he often writes prescriptively; 

he frequently speaks of how things should be. To a certain extent, this is also 

true for his lecturing; the phrase “Every building must have...” recurs often 

during	his	public	talks	and	school	lectures.	This	signifies	Šik’s	strong	opinion	

and his passion for architecture. 

During a visit by the ‘Masterly Apprentice’ studio to the ETH, where Šik 

teaches, we witnessed how ruthlessly competitive his studios are. Šik employs 

a ranking system with a ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ wall for successful and less 

successful student project entries. However, we were also surprised by how 

open he was towards ideas that diverge from his own. He does not impose his 

views on his student nor does he expect them to agree with him. Which was 

evident from the wide variety of approaches and styles on the ‘winners’ wall. 

With these observations in mind and looking back at the previous quote on 

‘continuity’, we can start observing this dual tone that is both indistinct and 

dictative. A crude interpretation of the quote would be: “One should, in one 

way or another, aspire to achieve continuity by combining existing historical 

elements with common practices and conventions”.

Regarding the notion of ensemble, Šik writes: “The ensemble in architecture 

is	 first	 of	 all	 not	 a	 composition.	 The	 complex	blocks	 of	 buildings	were	 not	

chiseled out by a single masterful hand, and the textures and details do not 

form a stylistic unity”[2]. This quote should be read with the premise that Šik 

sees the ensemble as something that architects should desire to achieve. In 

this excerpt, Šik states that an ensemble is not so much about elements being 

identical replicas of each other, but rather merely similar. He explains further: 

“If perchance we do take in several buildings at a sweeping glance that are 

grouped	around	an	evidently	collective	spatial	figure,	while	forming	balanced	

volumes and a coherent mood, we can be sure that we are witnessing a 

typical Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art.”[2]. Elsewhere he writes: “If we 

understand identity within variety to mean the marriage of adjacent buildings 

as it has evolved in some cases across several decades, we come closer 

to what we mean by ensemble”. In other words, an ensemble involves an 

(unspecified)	 intricate	balance	between	variety	and	uniformity.	 In	an	urban	

context, both of these are accommodated by a ‘natural’ evolution throughout 

time.	 Uniformity	 is	 provided	 by	 the	 common,	 locale-specific	 architectural	

language	(type)	and	variety	by	the	specific	influences	of	the	architects	of	the	



38Masterly Apprentice 37 Learning from a building

individual buildings (model). The distinction made here between type and 

model is used as characterized by French theorist Quatremère de Quincy, 

namely that the type describes the general guidelines that can be followed 

and the model the result of a practical application of these guidelines.

The term variety in the earlier-mentioned phrase ‘identity within variety’ 

is	defined	by	Šik	as	 ‘estrangement’.	 It	 is	 often	wrongly	 translated	 from	 the	

German ‘verfremdung’ into ‘alienation’. Indeed, the term ‘alienation’ carries 

a negative connotation that is undoubtedly not intended by Šik, whereas 

‘estrangement’ is more neutral in this sense. Estangment can be described 

as the process where new elements are made to clearly relate to existing 

ones while at the same time show visual divergences. According to Šik, 

applying estrangement correctly would result in a ‘dialogue’ which would 

otherwise not be there in a context where the elements perfectly imitate each 

other. To remain in the speech analogy, the latter would produce an echo 

chamber,	where	all	participants	are	 in	complete	agreement	 -	by	definition,	

an unproductive activity. Šik explains: “[...] neighboring buildings enter into 

a dialogue when they relate to one another by way of their color schemes, 

details, or volumes, but at the same time display other features that are 

different. If instead the buildings resembled one another in architectural 

expression and milieu, completely imitating each other, then we would have a 

pure stylistic analogy. And this, strictly speaking, does not constitute variety 

and is therefore not an ensemble.”[3]

Now	 that	 a	 terminology	 with	 clear	 definitions	 is	 established,	 we	 can	 start	

evaluating	the	different	concepts	against	Šik’s	architecture,	more	specifically,	

La Longeraie hotel complex in western Switzerland.

La Longeraie

The hotel complex is a former early-20th century catholic boarding school 

which was expanded with a church and two adjacent buildings in the 1950’s 

and ‘60’s. These additions were designed by Swiss architect Pellegrino in 

so-called Perret-style.
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In 1990, Miroslav Šik won a competition for the repurposing of the compound 

into a complex with multiple hotel wings, restaurants, a gymnasium and 

congress rooms. Šik’s competition entry consisted of a redesign of all the 

façades except the church’s. He also added a new colonnade connecting 

the different buildings.

The main challenge was to maintain unity within the different buildings despite 

the vast differences in façade compositions and window types and sizes. Šik 

did this by preserving the Perret theme and expanding it to all buildings (until 

then, this was only the case in the Pellegrino additions). This Perret-style is 

expressed in the window details, namely the protruding window and door 

frames and the horizontal bands that encircle the buildings. However, there 

where the this frame grid in a Perret façade is a direct expression of the load-

bearing concrete structure, this is not the case in La Longeraie, as it is only 

used to ensure visual unity.

The colonnade is another tool Šik uses to maintaining aesthetic coherence. 

Here, estrangement (which as we established earlier, was needed to create 

the ensemble) is achieved by using different types of columns which are 

employed to denote the different functions; the restaurant building is lined 
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with unornamented rectangular columns and the hotel building with classically 

decorated ones. 

At the same time, both column types relate to each other by the fact that they 

form a continuous colonnade and that they are both occasionally positioned 

in pairs.

Conclusion

Looking back at Šik’s approach for the redesign of La Longeraie and 

evaluating it against his (broad) theoretical views, we can safely say that Šik 

was successful in specifying and translating them into practice. 

[image 6] 
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Šik	applies	a	single	window	type	to	create	variations	that	fit	the	existing	façade	

composition (image 9). Here, all windows ‘speak’ the same language but ‘say’ 

different things. A similar but different method is applied for the columns in the 

colonnade	where	one	column	type	is	a	abstraction	of	the	other.	Šik	defines	

these processes as ‘verfremdung’ or ‘estrangement’. This ensures what he 

calls ‘identity within variety’ which in turn would lead to an ‘ensemble’, unifying 

the entire complex.
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INTRODUCTION

the Masterly Apprentice 

How do we learn from a building? - That is what the graduation studio Masterly 

Apprentice is about. Having an individual reference forces us to learn from 

a building within a restrictive framework so that you can dive into detail. 

This research booklet will serve a personal learning process of analyzing a 

building of a master architect, followed by a design booklet of implementing 

the	findings	into	my	own	design.	

Building selection

A reference for an architectural project can be used for several reasons, ideas 

for a plan, materializing a facade or constructing a detail. The building that 

I have chosen was based on the interior atmosphere. I picked the Shelter 

for Roman Ruins by Peter Zumthor. Although I had never seen or heard of 

the	building	before,	I	became	intrigued	by	the	first	impression	of	the	interior	

atmosphere from the picture on Pinterest. How the visible structure forms a 

basis for the other layers of the lighting, the routing and the structure for the 

shutters. Above all, how these elements look perfect lined up and how the 

material of the elements harmonizes with each other. In order to learn from this 

building, I want to focus on how this atmosphere came about.

Method 

A	first	method	for	learning	from	the	Shelter	for	Roman	Ruins	is	the	theory	of	

Zumthor, this will be a guidance line throughout the research and the design 

process. Analysis drawings and a visit to the building are essential methods 

of learning from a building. Reconstructing the atmosphere of a photograph 

is another method to learn from the Shelter for Roman Ruins. By tracing this 

photograph and reproducing the atmosphere with the use of a scale model, 

followed by a photograph of this scale model. In order to do so, close analyze 

on this picture is needed. What is the structure, which materials are used, how 

is	the	light	falling	in?	The	final	method	of	learning	from	a	building	is	to	use	the	

findings	and	 implement	 it	while	designing	the	Dance	Academy,	 this	will	be	

described in the design booklet of the Dance Academy.

[image 1] 
The interior atmosphere of 
the Shelter for Roman Ruins.
[opposite page] 
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THE FIRST IMAGE

full of atmosphere  

Zumthor’s	 approach	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 design	 process,	 a	 first	 idea	 of	

what	he	wants	to	achieve,	is	based	on	the	first	reaction	to	a	project	invitation.	

“This happens automatically. I get a new commission and then the images...

Usually,	 the	first	 idea	comes	quickly.”	What	encounters	this	first	 idea	is	not	

based on poetry nor methodology but on two fundamental aspects - Use 

and	Place.	This	first	 idea	 is,	as	Zumthor	describes	 it,	 “full	 of	atmosphere.’’	

[1]	To	build	upon	this	first	 image	full	of	atmosphere,	Zumthor	divides	it	 into	

nine appendixes. By explaining these appendixes, this chapter will serve 

a background knowledge of the interpretation of atmosphere on which the 

Shelter for Roman Ruins is analyzed and eventually the Dance Academy is 

designed.

Architecture as a Body

“…the	 first	 and	 the	greatest	 secret	 of	 architecture,	 that	 it	 collects	different	

things in the world, different materials, and combines them to create a space 

like this.” [2] Zumthor compares this collection of different things and different 

materials with our body. How these elements are forming an anatomy closed 

off by a skin on things we can not see, a kind of covering cloth all around 

us. He literately means our body not the idea of it. So does he mean that 

a building is alive and that we can compare blood with people, veins with 

hallways and organs with spaces?

Material Compatibility

‘‘There’s a critical proximity between materials and its weight… You can 

combine different materials in a building, and there’s a certain point where 

you’ll	find	they’re	too	far	away	from	each	other	to	react,	and	there’s	a	point	

too where they’re too close together and that kills them.” [3] It is not only the 

way the materials react on each other or what the distance is between the 

materials but also the way the materials are treated. He gives this example 

with stone, it can be done in different ways, saw it, grind it, drill into it, split it 

or polish it. They all will give different outcomes. And then the question arises, 

how do I know what the right distance is between the elements? And how do I 

know the right way to treat the material? Is there a kind of logic behind it or is 

it just the career experience?

The Sound of a Space

He starts this paragraph with - listen! ‘‘Interiors are like large instruments, 

collecting sound, amplifying it transmitting it elsewhere… each one emits a 

kind of tone. They have sounds that aren’t caused by friction.’’[4] So it is not 

about the actual sound you hear while being in a building but it has to do with 

the shape of the interiors, the surface of the materials, and the way how those 

materials are applied. What if the room has nothing in it, like Zumthor says 

‘‘nothing to touch’’, does this building still have a sound?

The Temperature of a Space

‘‘…temperature in this sense is physical but presumably psychological too. 

It’s in what I see, what I feel, what I touch, even whit my feet.’’[5] If Zumthor 

aims that every building has a temperature. And a lot of Zumthor’s work is 

an open-air building. Does the temperature of a building change during the 

winter and Sumer, or is it the phycological temperature that he is seeking for?

Surrounding Objects

‘‘The idea of things that have nothing to do with me as an architect taking 

place in a building, their rightful place - it’s a thought that gives me an insight 

into the future of my buildings: a future that happens without me.’’ [6] Zumthor 

is not talking about typical furniture in a house, but about special souvenir 

from a holiday or a sculpture from another memory collected by the owner of 

the house. I wonder why it is the task of an architect to imagine the future of a 

building in the use of these special objects and yet how to do so. Are object 

not highly personal and isn’t it hard to imagine these personal things. 
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Between Composure and Seduction

“There are practical situations where it is more sensible and far clever 

to induce a calming effect to introduce a certain composure rather than 

having people running around and looking for the right door.’’ [7] Between 

composure and seduction is a poetical wording of the movement through 

the building. Directing people, seducing them, letting go or giving people a 

sense of freedom of movement through the building. As Zumthor describes 

it, architecture is not only spatial art but yet temporary too. Thinking how the 

users should move through a building. 

Tension between Interior and Exterior

“…the tiny loop-hole door the almost imperceptible transition between the 

inside and the outside, an incredible sense of place, an unbelievable feeling 

of concentration when we suddenly become aware of being enclosed, of 

something enveloping us, keeping us together holding us whether we be 

many or single.’’ [8] Not only the door as a transition between the inside and 

outside but also the awareness of people using the building. ‘‘What do I want 

to see when I am inside? And what do I want other people to see of me?’’ A 

facade as a face, showing some parts that can be showed but yet enclosing 

parts that are hidden from the outside world.

Levels of Intimacy

‘‘It refers to various aspects - size, dimension, scale, the building’s mass by 

contrast with my own…And I always try to create buildings where interior 

form, or the empty interior, is not the same as outdoor form.’’[9] In other words, 

not having a single wall which will divide interior from exterior. But having an 

interior as a hidden mass behind the external facade. And giving the interior a 

human scale in opposition of the exterior. Wondering why the interior needs to 

be human scale, are we people not crossing a street and walking along that 

building without human scale from the outside? Are the visitors less important 

than the users? Or is it just a way to give distinction between interior and 

exterior, could it also be possible the other way around?

The Light on Things

“…gold seems to have the capacity to pick up even the smallest quantities 

of	light	and	reflect	them	in	the	darkness.’’	Zumthor	describes	light	on	things	

not only the way the surfaces are dull or sparkled or have their own depth but 

also where and how the light is falling and where the shadows are. ‘‘To plan 

the building as a pure mass of shadow then, afterwards, to put in light as if 

you were hollowing out the darkness, as if the light were a new mass seeping 

in.’’[9]
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REDRAWING AND DRAWING

paper and pencil lines

The	Shelter	for	Roman	Ruins,	one	of	the	first	works	of	Zumthor,	is	built	in	1986.	

Although	the	first	digital	drawing	program	was	designed	in	1957,	he	decided	

to draw the plan and details by hand. [11] In order to understand the building 

as good as Zumthor did, combined with the quality of the hand drawings that 

are issued. I decided to redraw these almost piece of artworks and continue 

the analysis drawings in this style. These pencil line drawings will serve for a 

better understanding to some appendixes of the atmosphere. 

My personal experience with hand drawings in the past is a better perspective 

where every line comes from especially when drawing a detail. There is a 

pencil, a liner, and a paper. You are in charge of the thickness of each line, 

the tightness of each contour, the density of each hatch and the range of the 

view. Getting a better feeling of what each element should express, tick lines 

for heavy materials and thin lines for light materials. Although there are a lot of 

benefits	of	a	cad	drawing.	Especially	when	it	comes	to	a	bigger	range	of	view,	

a lot of repetition or a deviation of perpendicular corners.  

A deviation of perpendicular corners is what I discovered while I was tracing 

the	plan	of	the	Shelter	for	Roman	Ruins	by	making	a	hand	drawing.	My	first	

impression of the interior picture, the elements that look perfect lined up, 

completely fooled me. In fact, the outline of each individual building doesn’t 

have any corner of 90 degrees. Therefore I choose to draw the plan in a 

cad drawing. The Shelter for Roman Ruins is a protective museum for the 

archeological ruins, these ruins are the remains of historical buildings just 

out of the center of Chur. A remarkable thing about the ruins is the unequal 

corners of the outline. In fact, each corner is built from a different angle. In 

order to bring the old corner of the street back to the presence, Zumthor 

chose to follow the exact same outline of the three individual ruins including 

the hight of these volumes. By doing so, the corners of this shelter result in 

different angles. To create a structure that follows this outline and includes a 

transition to every corner, there is made up a grid that is changing linearly in 

length. Having this logic in mind I tried to arrange the plan for the other two 

buildings, with the outline of the ruins. 

[image 2] 
Site plan hand drawing - 
scale 1:2000. [opposite page] 
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Architecture as a Body

If we would compare a building with the anatomy of our body, then I might be 

curious about the section. How the skin is covering us, following the outline 

of our bones and how the space within this anatomy would look like. With this 

section, I try to trace the spaces within this anatomy. How the Shelter is giving 

the historical space of the ruins a new skin and how the transition between the 

spaces is organized. 

[image 5] 
The spaces within the 
building - 3D section hand 
drawing.
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Material Compatibility

The way materials react with each other is hard to describe in one drawing. 

However, if detailing a facade like Zumthor did, not only a cut through from 

one side but also a perspective view of this detail from a distance, an external 

view and last but not least how the corners are ending. Although it wasn’t 

clear to me how the shutters are connected to the structure of the Shelter. 

In order to do so, I tried to trace this connection into a three-dimensional 

perspective from the outside with leaving out some elements for a better view. 

[image 6]
3D detail facade - based on 
measurements during the 
visit.

[image 7]
Detail sheet facade hand 
drawing - scale 1:30. 
[opposite page] 
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The Temperature of a Space

The physical and psychological temperature of the Shelter for Roman Ruins. 

Within this water painting, I traced the physical temperature of the interior 

materials and elements. The wooden structure provides a warm feeling, 

gladded with shutters in the same material but with a distance in between. 

Behind the Ruins, there is a black fabric which provides a neutral temperature 

as a sort of canvas behind the ruins. In opposite of the wooden ceiling, a 

canvas behind the wooden structure. The structure for the walk path and 

lighting are toning the temperature down, with materials as steel and aluminum. 

As if the stair leads you to another level and this level again has a different 

temperature. A kind of in-between tone of the warmness of the structure and 

shutters, and the coldness of the movement through the spaces. Perhaps the 

temperature of the history of Chur, while being surrounded by the remains of 

the historical building and standing on the same ground of the Ruins.

[image 8]
The physical temperature of 
the space captured in a water 
painting. [opposite page]
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Between Composure and Seduction

Tracing the routing on top of the plan gave me to better understand where 

Zumthor was seeking for. Being able to see all three spaces by opening 

the front door. Zumthor pastel sketches inspired me to use pastel within the 

drawing for the routing. Showing the movement within the space by using soft 

pastel colors without being too precise. 

By tracing a photograph of the view standing in the door opening, I discovered 

the perspective lines aren’t that parallel as they look, Due to the variation 

in the grid, however, without knowing this the picture still looks parallel. Is 

it because of the introduction of the third dimension, the walking path? Or 

because the walking path is, in fact, a straight line, so standing on this path 

makes everything around it look straight to. 

[image 9]
Pastel sketch of routing 
through the building.

[image 10]
Front door perspective view. 
[opposite page]
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Tension between Interior and Exterior

The transition between interior and exterior isn’t imperceptible in the Shelter 

for Roman Ruins, in fact, it is a sort of tunnel which will lead you up by stair 

steps to the front door. A feeling of a concentration of becoming enclosed by 

this door, the door to the history of Chur. A kind of time machine. Not only the 

transition between the interior and exterior, but also the other openings who 

give you a glimpse of what is happening inside. A short of face that is showing 

some parts but yet hiding the rest. Some parts behind the tinted windows 

framed in black steel. Centered in each space. Without taking the structure 

into account, the window frame is placed on a column, a column which is split 

up into two other columns. 

[image 11]
Entrance top view - scale 
1:50.

[image 12]
Section entrance - scale   
1:50. [opposite page]
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The front door entrance - scale 1:30. [image 13] The tinted window framed in black steel - scale 1:30. [image 14]
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Levels of Intimacy

It isn’t just a wall that divides the interior from the exterior, in fact, it has to do 

with the size, dimension, scale, the building mass by contrast with a human 

body. Although the wooden shutters are visible yet from the interior as the 

exterior, it is having different atmospheres. Putting the interiors on a side 

and depicting purely the structure of the wall. One can say that the interior is 

having the sense of human scale. The wooden horizontal structure, the double 

steeled bandages and the steel spacer for the shutters are grounded for this 

human scale. Structured in an intelligent way, so they aren’t immediately 

visible from the outside. 

[image 15]
Internal facade  -  scale 
1:200. [opposite page]

[image 16]
External facade - scale 1:200.  
[opposite page]
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The Light on Things

Planning the outlines of the ruins as a pure mass of shadows, afterward, 

hollowing out the darkness by centering each space with skylights and window 

frames at the front. Not only skylights and window frames are hollowing out 

the darkness. As well as the shutters, angled and spaced from each other, 

bringing light inside the building.

[image 17]
Sketch of the light path.

[image 18]
Light section. [opposite 
page]
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PERCEIVING THE ATMOSPHERE 

a visit to the Shelter 

“We perceive atmosphere through our emotional sensibility - a form of 

perception that works incredibly quickly.’’ [1] A collection of images, a memory 

of senses, an ambiance of materials and an aura of spaces. As a personal 

experience	while	recording	and	reflecting	upon	an	architectural	building.	As	

a	reflection	of	our	emotions.	This	chapter	will	serve	a	personal	experience	of	

perceiving the atmosphere while being in the Shelter of Roman Ruins. 

Architecture as a Body 

The	first	emotion	that	came	to	my	mind	while	seeing	the	Shelter	for	Roman	

Ruins from a distance was intimidating. Although I had seen images and 

videos before. Compared to the surrounded colorful buildings in Chur, the 

Shelter for Roman Ruins was completely the opposite. 

As a short of dark bodily mass with two tinted windows framed in black steel. 

Not able to see the inside while it was bright outside. A sort of ghost house 

that could scare you up every second with a glimpse of what is happening 

inside the darkness. Luckily this darkness was just a wraparound, like a skin 

of a body. The inside was the complete opposite. As if I was entered into a 

different world, surrounded and enclosed by this skin.

[image 19]
The dark bodily mass. 
[opposite page]
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The Temperature of a Space 

Visiting the Shelter for Roman Ruins on an October day in 2017 was the 

perfect temperature to test the psychological temperature where Zumthor 

was seeking for. This all happened without my consciousness, while I was 

walking	around	and	recording	my	reflections.	 It	 is	an	automatic	 reaction	 to	

pull off your globes while entering a building. In order to take pictures and 

make notes, I took my gloves off. It didn’t take a long time before I couldn’t 

take	notes	anymore.	It	didn’t	feel	cold	but	at	the	same	time	my	fingers	were	

freezing off. The complete opposite of the external atmosphere, the internal 

atmosphere felt like a warm bath. Although I was alone in the museum, I wasn’t 

scared. The space in the building was bigger then my imaginations, however, 

it wasn’t intimidating at all. An open-air museum, psychologically warm and 

physically freezing. This makes me wonder how it would be on a summer day, 

architectural wise it wouldn’t change much. Would it psychologically still be 

warm and physical still cold?  

Between Composure and Seduction 

Opening the door and being able to see all the spaces of the museum at the 

first	glance	was	useful	with	an	unmanned	museum.	There	was	a	key	pickup	

service at two points in the city, in return for 5 Franks you could loan the key 

and enter the building by yourself. Not only the direction of the walking path 

is useful but also the material which is a raster. This provides you to see what 

is happening under need this path. The level of this path is interesting as well. 

Although the ruins don’t have an equal hight nor an opening in the outline, 

Zumthor invented another level. The observing level which is, at the same 

time, useful for entering one of these spaces by a steel self-supporting stair 

and being on the level of the ruins. 

[image 20] 
Front door keys collected 
from the tourist office. 

Making notes in my sketchbook while my mind was 
tricked by the physical and psychological temperature 
[image 21] 
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Tension between Interior and Exterior 

In order to give a glimpse of what is happening inside the Shelter of Roman 

Ruins, Zumthor placed a light button next to each window frame. 

Since the tinted windows, you can’t see through them without a brighter space 

behind the window. By putting on the light with the button, passengers can 

get an idea of how the ruins look like. They might be curious and interested to 

have a look inside this museum. 

[image 22]
The light off - window frame.

 [image 23]
The light on - window frame.

Levels of Intimacy  

Although the wooden shutters are dividing the interior form the exterior, both 

are expressing different atmospheres. Where the external atmosphere is 

forming a dark mass with an intimating feeling. The internal atmosphere is 

creating a pleasant and comfortable feeling. It is not only a variation of the 

wood color caused by weather circumstances. But also by the use of human 

scale at the internal facade. The wooden horizontal structure is reducing the 

dimension of the gap between the structure. The steel spacer for the shutters 

is dividing the size of the area into three parts. And the double steeled 

bandages are giving human scale to the internal facade. Without these 

elements, the building mass is in contrast with, my own, human scale. 

 [image 24]
External elevation.

[image 25]
Internal elevation.
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RECONSTRUCTION THE ATMOSPHERE 

model making 

To investigate the learning process of the Shelter for Roman Ruins, a 

scale model of the interior atmosphere is made. To produce this scale 

model a professional photograph has been used. By photographing 

the scale model, the picture needs to have the same atmosphere 

as the original photograph that is reproduced. In order to learn how 

the layers of the picture are built up and how the layers are working 

together. Almost every element is modeled as a removable layer in 

the scale model. So you could see the differences without some of 

these elements or perhaps see what the relation is between the loose 

elements.	 Except	 for	 the	 structure,	 the	 ruins,	 and	 the	 floor.	 Those	

elements	are	 fundamental	 in	 the	picture	and	are	 therefore	 fixed	 in	

the model. 

Architecture as a Body

Having a perspective on the body, I wonder how the skin is built 

up and what the expression is of each layer. By isolating this layer 

from	the	rest	of	 the	elements	 that	aren’t	fixed.	The	shutters	atop	of	

the	structure	are	fixed	element,	one	can	say	that	the	structure	is	the	

fundament for the skin and the shutters are enclosing the space. 

However, there is an extra layer in between the skin and the ruins. 

This black fabric is not only keeping ruins from the outside hidden 

for visitors but at the same time from the inside working as canvas 

behind the ruins. Without this black fabric, the ruins are fading away 

in the space. This black fabric is making the ruins like art on a canvas.

At the left a photograph of the model of the skin without the black 
fabric. [image 26] And at the right a photograph of the model of the 
skin with the black fabric. [image 27]
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The Sound of a Space 

Listen! Is the sound of the left photograph at the opposite page, not silence? 

And are the interior of the right picture transmitting more tones? So one 

can say that an empty space is a silence space or at least the interiors are 

collecting the sound and amplifying it, transmitting it elsewhere. Although I 

have never thought of the sounds of interiors before. I can not name the tone 

of the interiors or the sound they are transmitting. However, I can hear that 

these tones are harmonizing with each other. Perhaps the sizes are in relation 

to each other, the surfaces are blending and the material is corresponding 

with each other. 

[image 28]
The harmonized interior 
elements. 

At the left a photograph of the model without the interior elements 
representing a silence space. [image 29] And at the right a photograph 
of the model with the interior elements representing a harmonized 
sound within the space.  [image 30]
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Surrounding Objects

An insight into the future of the Shelter for Roman Ruins with archeological 

objects. Remain pots, boards, and tools that will give you an insight of how 

the past was. Thoughtfully designed furniture collecting these objects and 

serving the story from the past. 

The Light on Things

Not	only	the	reflection	of	the	materials	of	how	the	light	will	absorb	but	also	the	

shadows that are visible. A remarkable shadow is the shadows in the facade. 

At	the	first	glimpse	you	wouldn’t	recognize	where	they	are	coming	from,	but	

after having a look behind the facade it is al clear. 

The corridor of the entrance, the water drainage, and some trees are the 

reason of the shadows in the facade. Although the facade looks like a solid 

wall, the fact that outside shadows are falling in is making this facade looking 

less solid. 

[image 31]
Surrounding Objects.

At the left a photograph of the model without the right shadows behind 
the facade. [image 32] And at the right a photograph of the model with 
the right shadows of the entrance corridor behind the facade. [image 
33]
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The original photograph. [image 34] A photograph of the model. [image 35]
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REFERENCES

All drawings are drawn by the author, and all photographs are made during 

a visit to Switzerland at the 30th of October 2007, unless otherwise stated.
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INTRODUCTION

a lesson from The Shelter for Roman Ruins

The lesson that taught me the most while studying the theory of Peter Zumthor 

in general and the Shelter of Roman Ruins in particular, is full of atmosphere. 

How the architecture plays a fundamental role in the contrast of the physical 

and psychological scene. A deception of the mind. A suitable atmosphere for 

the user. At the other hand calming the mind, without the feeling of being in a 

labyrinth, guiding the visitors with a clear routing through the building. Making 

visitors curious about what is happening inside the building, with a little light 

button detail next to the tinted window frame.  

In this case, the user is essential to form an atmosphere. As if you start from 

the interior atmosphere, a result of the stipulation from the user, followed by 

the exterior. Not only the user is a fundamental aspect of the design but the 

place of the building is essential too. How it will react to its environment and 

how the building becomes part of it.

The students, teachers, and visitors are playing a major role while designing 

the Dance Academy. Perceive what they need while being in the building. A 

memory	of	classical	ballet	classes	will	help	to	find	out	what	the	essence	is,	

being the ballerina herself. In order to set the focus on the atmosphere, the 

building will be explained by the chapters of Zumthor’s theory of atmosphere. 

The site will play the other major role, making sure that the building will blend 

into its environment. Visiting the site, making a site model, and doing a site 

analysis	will	help	to	acquire	a	design	that	fits	on	its	site.	

[image 1] 
The interior atmosphere of 
the Shelter for Roman Ruins  
- photograph of the model. 
[opposite page] 
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ARCHITECTURE AS A MEMORY

classical ballet classes

Although it has never been on a professional level, classical ballet classes 

were a weekly activity for over approximately 5 years. As a little ballerina of an 

age of 6 years, I can remember some details. The entrance as a dark hallway 

without	daylight,	at	the	right	a	little	office	where	you	stamp	your	card	before	

entering	a	 lesson.	This	office	was	at	 the	same	 time	a	 little	shop	with	ballet	

attributes. One door further, the dress-room. From here on, only students 

and teachers were allowed to enter the dance studio. Again a studio with a 

minimum of openings, although there was a high window frame. Daylight was 

shining in the studio, without physical contact with the outside world. Under 

need this high window frame there was a mirror. The rest of the walls were 

covered with ballet barres on two different levels. 

Remembering to practice for a yearly performance at the ‘Kunstmin’ theater in 

Dordrecht. Showing the visitors, mainly for my parent, where I worked on the 

past year. Having an intention to do the practices. Remembering the practice 

in three parts - the ballet barre, the diagonal, and the dance itself:

The ballet barre 

Barres	are	horizontal	fixes	 to	 the	wall	at	waist	 level,	 it	serves	a	support	 for	

the dancers during exercises. While resting one or two hands on the barre, 

strength,	flexibility,	and	new	movement	are	taught.	In	order	to	correct	yourself	

while learning a new exercise, the barre is in front of a wall mirror. 

The diagonal 

In general dance studios are smaller than dance stages, therefore the 

diagonal of the dance studio is used to practice the leaps and pirouettes. 

The dance 

Practicing for a dance performance or entering a dance competition are 

essentials while being a ballerina. In both cases, a choreography is made 

with some exercises practiced on the barre and some leaps or pirouettes 

practiced	on	the	diagonal.	The	entire	studio	can	be	used	as	a	dance	floor.

[image 2] 
The ballet barre, the diagonal 
and the dance.

A Sketch from a memory of the plan from the Ballet School ‘Maryanne van de Ploeg’. 
Participated the Classical Ballet classes in Dordrecht from 1999 until 2004. [image 3]
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USE AND PLACE OF THE ACADEMY

students, teachers, and visitors on a hill

Chur is the capital of Graubunden and lies in the Rhine valley. It is the oldest 

town in Switzerland, with a population of 34880 inhabitants. Situated on a 

relatively high elevation of 593 meters, compared to The Netherlands, the 

elevation of Amsterdam is 13 meters. [1] While visiting Chur I discovered a lot 

of sports - mountain biking on the local mountain, skiing and snowboarding 

during the winter, several hiking tracks, and even an indoor climbing center. 

To build upon this city of sports, the Dance Academy is designed East of the 

center of Chur.

The	 program	 for	 this	 academy	 acquires	 five	 dance	 studios	 from	 small	 to	

medium and large, with a variation of 50 to 150 square meters. Every two 

or three dance studios have their own dress-rooms included with showers 

and toilets. In order to perform to the audience, a small theater is added with 

approximately 85 seats. Backstage there is a green room, dress-room, and 

depot for the theater attributes. A cafe will provide lunch for the students and 

drinks for the visitors of the theater. A reception is needed for the organization 

of	the	students,	teachers,	and	visitors.	There	is	an	office	for	the	teacher	and	

for the head of the academy. 

The users of the building are the students of the academy who will dance 

in the studios, the teachers who will coach the students and perhaps scout 

them, the visitors who will attend a performance at the theater and the staff for 

the reception and cafe. 

Fundamental spaces within this academy are the studios where the dance is 

practiced and the theater where the dance is performed while having visitors 

in the audience. The studio isn’t necessarily in the shape of a square or 

rectangle,	however,	essentials	for	the	barres	and	mirrors	are	four	flat	surface	

walls	and	a	flat	surface	for	the	dance	floor.	The	space	of	the	stage	from	the	

theater	is	similar	to	the	dancefloor	from	the	studio.	Although,	the	barres	and	

mirrors are replaced by the audience in the auditorium to provide 85 seats 

and still have an appropriate view on the stage. 

[image 4] 
The Rhine through Chur - the 
picture is taken during the 
site visit.

[image 5] 
Site plan in hand drawing 
with Roman Ruins in red - 
scale 1:2000. [opposite page]

[image 6] 
A sketch from a studio space 
and the theater space. 

N
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Designing the Dance Academy on visible eye contact with the Shelter for 

Roman	ruins	in	order	to	react	on	this	building	and	to	fit	 in	 its	surroundings.	

While visiting Chur I came across an inhabitance of the neighbor. Having a 

chat with an old man on the parking deck [cirkel in red dots - image 5] where 

I was looking around with the idea of the parking deck as a plot for the Dance 

Academy. Starting the conversation with the remain ruins of the Shelter and 

ending with the idea of standing on another ruin under need us. In opposite 

of the parking deck, the hill is a remain ruin free zone. [cirkel in black dots 

- image 5] Not only free from archaeological funds but at the same time, a 

base for the Dance Academy, a sort of billboard of dancers pointed towards 

the city. 

An interesting aspect of this hill is the slope of it. Not only very steep but also 

sloping in two directions on different steepnesses that leads to a sort of curve 

within the hill. The form of the essential spaces is used to react upon this hill 

by placing the theater and studios in two different directions. A fold is made 

into	the	shape	of	the	building	in	order	to	fit	within	the	curve	of	the	hill.

Reacting upon the Shelter for Roman Ruin as well as the other buildings in its 

surrounding, not higher than tree stories. Most of the buildings are covered in 

stucco and painted in deep colors. Due to the high elevation and the bright 

sun, even in the winter, almost all the window frames are cover with wooden 

shutters in different variations. Even the Shelter for Roman Ruins is a wrap of 

enclosed shutters. The bright sun will play a fundamental role in the design of 

the Dance Academy.

[image 8] 
Wooden shutters of the 
surrounding buildings.

[image 7] 
The curve within the hill - 
added with the studio and 
theater spaces.

The surrounding buildings - from left to right, house, craft shops, telpher 
line, hotel, apartments, elderly apartments, park house, craftsman school, 
offices, warehouse, Palazzo party centrum, Stadthalle Chur. [image 10]

Site model - not to scale. [image 9]
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THE FIRST IMAGE

full of atmosphere

 ‘‘The point of ballet is to make it look effortless, but beneath all of that its 
the	most	difficult	thing	I	can	imagine’’	-	Rio	Anderson	[2]

The story of ballerina Rio Anderson, in combination with the memory of being 

the	ballerina	herself,	is	where	my	inspiration	started	and	how	the	first	image	

came about. Why enclosing the practice and only showing the performance? 

This question came to my mind at the beginning of the design stage. Using 

the performance as a moving art on the facade. Making people curious about 

the show in the theater by showing Chur a sneak preview of the practice, like 

a billboard along the road. Not only an external glimpse of what is happening 

inside	the	academy	but	internal	as	well.	Studio	dance	floors	working	as	stages	

to get an understanding of the feeling to perform. 

However both internal as external, not feeling watched by visitors walking 

by. Giving the opportunity to learn new exercises without feeling ashamed. 

Perhaps at the same time giving scouts the occasion to select talents without 

them noticing being watched - being seen without the feeling being watched. 

Being seen without the feeling being watched from the external facade has 

to do with the facade package, the way the shutters or lamels are organized. 

However, the inside is more than the internal facade package. This has to do 

with the distance of visitors between the internal and external facade. Early 

on	 in	 the	design	stage,	a	grid	 is	set	up	 to	provide	dancefloors	on	different	

positions	on	three	levels.	Beside	the	dress-room,	the	dancefloors	are	the	only	

floors.	A	studio	within	a	grid	of	lofts	to	see	the	dancers	from	different	levels.	

It	wasn’t	in	the	sketch	of	the	first	design,	but	to	enter	a	studio	a	walking	path	

is	 intergraded	 just	above	 the	dance	floor	 to	be	on	an	observing	 level.	This	

walking path runs straight on every level.

[image 11] 
An early sketch of the South 
and North facade. 

[image 12] 
An early sketch of the East 
facade.  [opposite page] 

[image 13] 
An early sketch model of the 
first image in my mind - at 
the beginning of the design 
stage.
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Architecture as a Body

A body as a world full of ballerinas dancing within the studios. Entering this 

body	on	the	first	level	to	perceive	the	dance	before	entering	the	theater	on	the	

ground	floor.	An	auditorium	that	follows	the	shape	of	the	hill.	A	skin	wrapped	

around the studios and theater, creating spaces and holding them together. A 

walking path that runs in a straight line from the hill towards the entrance and 

follows the same line inside the Dance Academy ending at a central hall of 

[image 14] 
The spaces within the Dance 
Academy - 3D section hand 
drawing.

the	academy,	a	platform	above	the	theater.		Entering	the	ground	floor,	by	the	

stairs shaped with volts, to visit the theater and cafe. Or entering the second 

level, again by stairs shaped with volts towards a walking path that runs in one 

straight line. A straight line along the studios, to be on an observing level of the 

studios or entering them. The spaces within the studios are again wrapped in 

a	skin,	a	skin	which	is	a	bit	more	transparent,	to	perceive	the	dancefloors	of	

the studios as stages, stages to perform. 
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Material Compatibility

Being seen without the feeling being watched, that is how the facade of the 

Dance Academy needs to work. The horizontal wooden shutters on an angle 

of 10 degrees, 200 mm away from each other will help the dancers not feeling 

being watched. However, from a distance these shutters won’t work as the 

same barrier, the silhouette of the dancers will be visible from the outside. 

The structure, connected to these wooden shutters is designed in wooden 

columns of 360 by 360 millimeters and double beams of 110 by 360 millimeters 

to have the same square outline of the column. The in-between space of these 

beams is used as the connecting point for the steel structure. Such as the 

connecting element of the columns and beams, the hanging walking path, 

and the wind braces. 

[image 15]
3D detail structure - steel 
connection of wooden beam 
and column - not to scale. 

[image 16]
Detail sheet of the facade 
hand drawing - scale 1:50. 
[opposite page] 
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There is a curtain wall in between the wooden structure and shutters. Every 

square	of	 the	grid	of	4	by	4	meters	 is	 split	 into	 five	equal	window	 frames,	

except for the curtain wall with closed parts. In order to provide more privacy 

and light control in the theater, backstage, and dress-rooms the curtain wall 

is	filled	up	with	isolated	aluminum	elements.	1/5	of	this	window	frame	is	split	

into two, one is transparent and the other is an isolated aluminum element. 

So that the grid will stay visible from the external facade with the use of the 

transparent elements. 

The Sound of a Space

In order to harmonize the sound of the interior element from the Dance 

Academy, the shape, surface, and materials of these elements are important. 

To get a feeling of the sound within a dance studio, other than the sound of the 

music, some elements of the studio are collected in one drawing. Listen! The 

walking path in black steel with the metal raster stairs to enter a studio. The 

slim line of the round lampshade with the slender ballerina and her costume. 

The wooden ballet barres with the wooden board of the announcements for 

the main roles. Above all, how these elements are working together. 

[image 17]
Water painting of the facade 
with open and closed parts.

The elements within the dance studio, from left to right: round 
lampshades, double ballerina barres, wooden announcements board, 
ballerina tutu, pointe shoes, studio entrance stair steps, and the steel walk 
path to enter the studio. [image 18]
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The Temperature of a Space

Although the physical temperature within the studio is driven by mechanical 

ventilation, this water painting is capturing the psychological temperature. 

Being seen without the feeling being watched. 

A protected psychological feature from the warmth of the wooden structure. 

This wooden structure in front of the coldness of the steel walking path on the 

observing level with people walking by. A metal raster stair to enter the studio, 

a	transition	from	a	cold	level	to	a	warm	level.	A	dancefloor	level	created	by	

wooden elements. The warmth of the double wooden ballet barres in front 

of mirrors, these mirrors in line with the top of the walking path. Correcting 

yourself with movements in the mirror and at the same time being watched 

by	fellow	students,	visitors,	teachers,	or	even	scouts.	A	dance	floor	which	is	

from the other side a stage towards the other levels of the academy. A stage 

in front of black window frames. 

Surrounding objects 

If the design would have a future without me, I might wonder what the objects 

would	be	 in	 the	academy,	 specifically	 about	 the	objects	 of	 the	users.	 The	

lockers	of	the	students	filled	with	dancing	attributes,	some	toiletries,	a	drinking	

bottle, and lunch for the afternoon. The storage of the theater full of decor 

attributes, dancing costumes and perhaps even masks ordered on themes to 

have	a	clear	overview.	The	office	of	the	teacher	filled	with	lesson	programs	on	

top	of	table	desk	or	even	diplomas	and	certificates	hanging	on	the	wall.	The	

personal objects that will make the Dance Academy of the users own.

[image 20]
Some surrounding objects in 
my imagination. 

[image 19]
The temperature of a dance 
studio captured in a water 
painting. [opposite page] 
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Between Composure and Seduction

A wooden walking path running from the hill towards the front door, entering 

the	 Dance	 Academy	 on	 the	 first	 level.	 Coming	 in	 the	 entrance	 hall	 which	

leads you towards the steel walk path, running along dress-rooms and dance 

studios. In order to be on an observing level, the walking path is hanging on 

a different hight, structured in between the beams of the grid. Not only on the 

first	level	but	the	steel	walk	path	is	running	on	the	second	level	and	ground	

floor	as	well.	Connected	with	self-supporting	steel	stairs	with	volts,	creating	a	

stair loft within the grid centered in the Dance Academy. For injured dancers, 

invalids and the transport of objects there is a lift at the entrance hall running 

to the walking path on each level. 

[image 21]
Pastel sketch of routing 
through the building in a 
section - the dress-rooms 
in black, the dance studios 
in brown, the central halls 
in light brown, the walking 
paths in orange, and the lofts 
in yellow.

[image 22]
Pastel sketch of routing 
through the building in the 
plans- same color description 
as the section above. 
[opposite page]
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Even the theater has a walking path, it can be used for the students to enter 

the green room before performing on stage as well as the teachers to enter 

the	office.	At	the	same	time,	this	walking	path	can	be	used	for	the	light	room	

of the theater itself. There is an extra door intergraded in the basement to load 

decor	into	the	depot	of	the	theater	and	an	extra	door	on	the	ground	floor	to	

load food stock in the storage of the kitchen from the cafe. 

The self-supporting stair in the Lake Minnetonka Retreat House is similar to 

the	routing	in	the	Dance	Academy.	A	steel	U-profile	as	a	walking	path	with	

an extension of this enclosed path in the stair balustrade. The stair of the 

Dance Academy is a self-supporting structure as well, hanging in between 

the walking paths with an additional hanging system in between the beams, 

at the beginning and at the end of each stair.  

[image 23]
The floating staircase with 
the walking path in Lake 
Minnetonka Retreat House -  
Designed by Snow Kreilich 
Architects.

[image 24]
The stair loft in a section 
and in a plan - scale 1:200. 
[opposite page]
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Tension between Interior and Exterior

From being the watcher herself, to be seen without the feeling being watched, 

onto	perform	on	a	dance	floor	as	a	stage.	All	these	transitions	are	the	starting	

point of the tension between interior and exterior. In particular the tension 

between the walking path and the dance studio. This walking path is retaining 

the visitors within an enclosed steel frame to protect the dancers but yet give 

the opportunity for the visitors to have a look inside the studio through the 

window frames. 

This studio is accessible by a wooden door within an enclosed part of the 

facade	out	of	wood.	The	transition	from	the	observing	level	to	the	dance	floor	

level is possible by the metal raster stair. Being in the studio but still standing 

on	the	observing	level,	seeing	the	dance	floor	under	need	the	raster	of	 the	

platform	before	entering	the	dance	floor	level.

[image 25]
The entrance studio in front 
view - scale 1:50. [opposite 
page]
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The entrance studio door in a section - scale 1:50. [image 26] The entrance studio door in top view - scale 1:50. [image 27]
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Levels of Intimacy

Adding the human scale on the internal facade to perceive the difference 

between interior and exterior. To feel the difference between being seen 

and the feeling being watched. Creating a protected feeling with the adding 

of human scale. Adding it without having the result visible on the external 

facade.  Making the internal structure visible from the inside and the horizontal 

lines from the outside, by being brighter outside it would vertical be visible 

as well. Having wind braces from the internal facade, but designing them 

in double braces so it can be structured in thin cables and be visible from 

the outside. Having the window frames visible from the inside and from the 

outside covered with wooden shutters. 

The Light on Things

Planning the Dance Academy as a pure mass of shadow that follows the 

outline of the hill, afterward, hollowing out the darkness by the use of wooden 

shutters,	a	sloping	roof,	and	openings	in	the	ground	floor	and	basement	of	

the academy. Centered in each studio, black window frames are designed in 

the middle of each studio facade, even though it is in contradiction with the 

grid of the structure. 

The external facade with a minimum of human scale compared to the 
internal facade with the same external shutters visible from the inside and 
other structural ornaments in order to add human scale for the dancers 
within the Dance Academy - scale 1:300. [image 28 & 29]
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INTERPRETATION OF THE FIRST IMAGE

technical drawings and architectural impressions

[image 30-33]
The floor plans of the Dance 
Academy from left to right: 
basement, ground floor, first 
floor, second floor - scale 1: 
300. 

1. Auditorium 
2. Stage 8 x 12 m
3. Greenroom
4. Dress-room man
5. Dress-room woman
6. Depot
7. Lift
8. Technical space
9. Cafe
10. Kitchen 
11. Invalid toilet 
12. Toilets
13. Administration
14. Principal office
15. Entrance hall/reception
16. Walking path
17. Stretch space
18. Lobby
19. Smal studio 6 x 8 m
20. Medium studio 8 x 12 m
21. Large studio 12 x 12 m.
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The routing throughout the Dance Academy in grey. [image 34] An exploded view of the structure. [image 35]
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The Dance Academy is situated upon the hill in Chur, being on visible eye 

contact with the Shelter for Roman Ruins. The entrance o the academy is an 

extension of the walk bridge towards the entrance of with an additional path 

on the hill in the same line as the bridge as well as the internal walking path.
[image 36] 
Site plan - scale 1:1000. 
[opposite page]

N
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The south elevation of the Dance Academy is capturing the shape of the roof 

that emulates the slope of the hill. At the same time being a lattice girder for 

the studios who are missing out columns of the grid. Due the shape of the 

roof, the East side of the facade will have roof light falling into the studios and 

lofts.

[image 37] 
The south elevation of 
the Dance Academy. 
[opposite page]
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West elevation - the impertinent window frames upon the structure. [image 38]
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The	medium	dance	studio	on	 the	second	floor	with	 the	sloping	 roof	and	a	

lattice gridder running through the studio. At the left, this studio is working as 

a stage towards the lofts and at the right, hiding from the visitors by the use of 

mirrors on the same hight as the balustrade of the walking path. 

[image 39] 
The medium dance 
studio on the second 
floor. [opposite page] 
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[image 40]
The cafe on the ground 
floor. [opposite page]

The	cafe	of	the	Dance	Academy	on	the	ground	floor	with	an	open	kitchen	and	

wooden shutters in between the beams for closing the kitchen off by night. 

Having the walking path visible but not able to see the visitors or students 

walking by. And at the same time getting a glimpse of the practice inside the 

studios	on	the	first	and	second	floor.
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CONCLUSION

a	reflection	on	the	Masterly	Apprentice	

Learning from a building by being the Apprentice of the Master. The 

existence of books, articles, drawings, and a building visit makes it 

possible to learn from him or her without having personal contact with 

the selected architect. 

Starting with Peter Zumthor’s theories on architecture, followed 

by analyzing the limited drawings that are issued. Tracking upon 

professional photographs to dive into detail from a distance and on 

the other hand analyzing the building by standing physically in it and 

feeling the atmosphere where the building is designed for. 

Reproducing a photograph with an architectural model, 

understanding the connection between architecture and atmosphere. 

An atmosphere with the users as a starting point, followed by the 

place where it is designed.  

Still being the Apprentice of the Master while designing the Dance 

Academy.	 Implementing	 the	 findings	 as	 an	 ongoing	 process	 of	

learning from the building. Understanding Zumthor’s work in dept by 

designing with the same design approaches. Having the atmosphere 

of the Dance Academy as a guideline throughout the design 

process. While the user of the Academy is the fundamental aspect 

of creating this atmosphere. Being seen without the feeling being 

watched - having this in mind in every design decision. At the same 

time blending into its environment, harmonizing with the surrounding 

buildings. 

Not	 only	 learning	 from	 a	 building	 and	 implementing	 the	 findings	 but	 an	

internal ongoing learning process. Learning from previous generations and 

at the same time being a peer student for the forthcoming generation of every 

quartile.	Sharing	findings	within	the	studio	with	fellow	students,	being	critical	

upon each other’s work and at the same time having an open eye on your 

own work. 

In short, the studio ‘Masterly Apprentice’ has been a fundamental base for the 

personal learning process in architecture.
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