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DRAWING ON SPATIAL AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCE





“Architecture is judged by eyes that see, by the head that turns, and the legs that walk” 1

- Le Corbusier
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1. Le Corbusier (1955) p.72,73
2. Boltshauser, R. (2009), p9

How do we experience a space - a room, a street, a square? We meet, we move 
through, and we come to know the world we inhabit. We experience a place 
by moving through it in time. Shapes, materials, light and shadow, texture and 
detail participate in the experience of a place. What and how we build makes 
room for the human experience. Thinking from the human experience when 
creating architecture is therefore of great importance. 

The Swiss architect Roger Boltshauser emphasizes the human experience in 
his works. In his book, A primer to space, he argues that every person has a 
feeling for space. This feeling is based on elementary sensory perception and 
applies to basic human conditions such as standing or moving. Other than 
the law of gravity, the essential necessities of protection and exposure, light 
and darkness, warmth and coldness, closeness and distance, attentiveness and 
retreat, manifest themselves as our own collected bodily experiences. These 
experiences first enable us to have empathy for the condition of a foreign body 
and are the reason we can have an aesthetic feeling for space at all.2 Roger 
Boltshauser interprets architectural space as a space of appearance that affects 
us, as humans, in a particular way. By being aware of the consequences of a 
design on human feeling, the spatial effect can be consciously produced. 

Next to the spatial experience described by Boltshauser, the social experience 
has an impact on how we experience a place. Where and how we meet each 
other effects our impression of a place. The design for this graduation studio 
explores how we can design based on the spatial and social experience of 
human beings. 

INTRODUCTION
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Fig. 1. overview of the method 
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3. Voorthuis, J. Schevers, J.  
(2016), p.5

This project investigated the idea of ‘learning from’ by researching Swiss 
architecture and education. Throughout the world, contemporary Swiss 
architecture is held in high regard. It is assumed that the high level of 
architectural achievement can be partly attributed to the country’s educational 
system. Much more than in other countries the education is shaped by a small 
number of highly influential teachers.3  But how is it to be an apprentice of a 
highly influential architect?

To evaluate the impact of a highly influential teacher, I have put myself in the 
role of an apprentice of a Swiss architect. The lessons derived from the learning 
experience will be applied in a design for an extension of the University of 
Architecture campus in Mendrisio, Switzerland. By evaluating my learning 
process as well as the definitive design, I can reflect on the learning process 
when taught from an exemplary architect.

The first part of the book describes the apprenticeship. In the first chapter, 
criteria will be set to define what an exemplary architect is. In the second 
chapter, Roger Boltshauser, the architect I will learn from, is introduced 
according to the stated criteria. Various ways of how I have learned from Roger 
Boltshauser are explained: Learning by recreating, by selecting, by observing 
and by interacting. The part of the book about the apprenticeship will be 
concluded with a reflection on Roger Boltshauser. This reflection results in the 
overall design strategy for the campus building in Mendrisio.

In the second part of the book the lessons derived from the apprenticeship 
with Boltshauser are applied in a design for an extension of the University of 
Architecture campus in Mendrisio, Switzerland. First, I will explain my vision 
regarding the program and the location of the campus building in Mendrisio. 
After this specific topics that concern the design strategy are researched more 
in depth and translated into concrete design principles. These design principles 
will lead to the design decisions. 

The explanation of the design decisions is sorted by scale. Starting with the 
exterior space, followed by the wall, subsequently the inner space, ending with 
scale, light, materials and detail. This division has been made for analytical 
purposes and cannot replace the experience we have in physical reality.

STUDIO MASTERLY APPRENTICESHIP
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4. Masterly Apprenticeship book 
(2016)  chapter of social and 
political context, p.51

To make a well-considered choice for the architect to learn from, the following 
criteria are set:

The first and most important criterion considers the approach to architecture 
the architect should have. The approach of the architect from whom to learn 
should be theoretical based, but should also concern concrete principles that 
can be studied and applied. Furthermore, the approach should go beyond the 
visual image of architecture. In Switzerland, architects are concerned about 
the way the young generation of architects approaches the design process 
today. Because of the increasing amount of publications about architecture, 
the design process becomes more and more focused on the printed and fixed 
image of architecture 4  (for a more complete argument, I would like to refer to 
the chapter of the social and political Swiss context of the Masterly Apprentice 
book, page 51). This, I consider an impoverishment of architecture. 
Architecture is not merely a flattened image. Architecture is an experience that 
engages our sensory perceptions. The architect to learn from, should have a 
theoretical based approach that goes beyond the visual image of architecture.

Second, the architect should have been a student as well as a teacher of 
architecture, or talk publicly about a specific inspiration. The architect should 
show willingness to interact about his learning process and his inspirations 
within architecture. This makes it possible to understand his learning process 
and compare it to my own learning process.

Then, there should be literature available about the architect and his approach. 
This makes it possible to create a complete understanding of his approach 
on architecture. However, the architect should not be a pure academic. 
The architect needs to have practical experience and a diverse portfolio of 
completed projects. These projects provide something physical, allowing a 
better understanding of his approach as well as the opportunity to reflect on 
it. The realized buildings should trigger me in some way. Whether I find them 
ugly or beautiful is not important, they should be interesting to me. 

choosing an apprenticeship

AN EXEMPLARY ARCHITECT
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Fig 2. Roger Boltshauser
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5. A primer to space, (2009)

6. Boltshauser, R. (2010), 
interview by Axel Simon 

7. Boltshauser, R. (2010), 
interview by Axel Simon

a primer to space

The Swiss architect Roger Boltshauser was born in Zurich in 1964. He studied 
Architecture at the Hochschule für Technik und Architektur in Lucerne. After 
his graduation, he attended the Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule (ETH) 
in Zurich to complete his master in Architecture. In 1996 he started his own 
office, Boltshauser Architekten. He was the design assistant of Peter Märkli at 
the ETH and the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Laussanne (EPFL) and a 
teacher at the Hochschule für Entwurf in Chur. 5

After considering multiple architects, I chose Roger Boltshauser for my 
apprenticeship according to the stated criteria described before.

First of all, Roger Boltshauser’s approach to architecture goes beyond the 
visual image of architecture. I red in an interview about him: “My point of 
view starts out very much from the human being, from our perception of 
space, from the way we move in space and function physically – for example, 
the fact that for us there is an above and below, a front and a back. Applying 
this to architecture generates regularities, rules that can be traced throughout 
the entire history of architecture.” 6 Boltshauser’s approach on architecture 
triggered me immediately. The approach Bolthsauser has on architecture has 
a theoretical background. He talks about rules, which suggest more concrete 
principles. By putting myself in the role of an apprentice of Boltshauser, I want 
to learn concrete principles behind his approach to architecture. Concrete 
principles that I can apply in my own architecture. 

Secondly, Roger Boltshauser has experience in assisting and teaching within 
architecture. He also worked closely with Peter Märkli and talks about him 
as an inspiration. Boltshauser has experience in the process of  learning 
architecture and seems open to interaction. He gives lectures and responded 
when contacted by email. This makes it possible to interact with him about his 
vision on (learning) architecture.  

Boltshauser has written about architecture. He states “The topics we discuss in 
A Primer to Space are the basis for my work.” 7 The book is an accessible source 
to create a first understanding of his approach to architecture. Boltshauser 
has built many interesting buildings. This will give me something physical to 
reflect his theoretical background upon. His buildings intrigue me, they show 
a certain abstraction but at the same time something human.

INTRODUCTING ROGER BOLTSHAUSER
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Fig 3. Dutch Design Week 
exhibition 



21

8. Graduation studio Masterly 
Apprenticeship, (2015) 
Dutch Design Week general 
introduction text
 
9. Boltshauser, R., Flury, A. 
(2010), p. 142

asking what, how and why

LEARNING BY RECREATING

“A space captured in a frame, an image. It might remind you of something, 
it might evoke associations and memories. But whatever it does, it is an 
atmosphere recreated, defined by materials, proportions, light, details. To 
observe and truly understand and even recreate the essence of the space 
displayed, one has to envision what takes place outside of the frame. A rough 
concrete floor is brushed by a stroke of light, accentuating the unevenness 
of the texture. Where does the light come from and what made the architect 
choose these specific materials?” 8

During the Dutch Design Week 2015, an exhibition was held by the 
architecture graduation studio Masterly Apprenticeship. By recreating a chosen 
image within a frame, certain questions came up: What did the architect create 
here? How did he do this? And why did he do this?

In the chosen image one can see the new concrete roof of an extension of the 
Kronenwiese school in Adliswil. Before, the entrance of the school was weakly 
defined. The new expressive roof emphasizes the entrance of the school and 
creates possibilities for using the space as an exterior meeting area.9

The image reveals Boltshauser’s eye for the spatial experience of human 
beings. Boltshauser consciously produced spatial gestures that have an effect 
on humans. The thickness of the concrete roof makes the roof feel heavy. 
The columns are slightly tapered, this way one reads the column from top 
to bottom, emphasizing the weight of the roof even more. The heaviness of 
the roof creates an intense experience of “being underneath”. The glass-brick 
domes articulate specific places in the space, breaking the planarity of the floor 
surface. 
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Fig 4. Photo of imitation model 
of scene of school Adliswil, 
november 2015

Moniek Kamphuis, October 2015
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Fig 5. new roof, school in 
Adliswil, image a Primer to 
space

Kronenwiese school 
Adliswil, Switzerland, 2005
Architect: Roger Boltshauser
Photographer: Beat Bühler

The space evokes a feeling of being captured between roof and floor, a feeling of 
abstraction and the wondering about the unknown of the space behind. A punctured 
concrete slab roof together with a dark dusty floor seem to hold in place the space 
in between. The punctures in the roof allow one to experience the thickness and 
weight of the roof intensely. The tension created between roof and floor creates the 
feeling of being captured in between. Massive domes cover the circular openings in 
the concrete slab. The size together with the strong contrast of the perforations in 
the domes create a feeling of abstraction. Pitch black curtains hover over the floor. A 
narrow slash of light appears underneath these curtains, inviting one to discover the 
place behind.  
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Top 
left: Fig. 6. School in Adliswil
right: Fig. 7. Rauch House

Middle  
left Fig. 8 Apartment building 
Lenzburg 
right Fig. 9. school Allenmoos

Bottom
Fig. 10. Collected building 
image
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This learning experience consists of collecting an image of a building by 
using elements of Roger Boltshauser’s architecture. The challenge lies within 
selecting specific elements from Boltshauser’s buildings that are typical for his 
approach. Five specific elements were selected that reveal part of his vision on 
architecture;  

First, Boltshauser often uses block-like shapes as a basis for his designs. 
He says; “Buildings don’t always have to be like blocks, as is the case with 
mine so far; they can also be more freely formed. The more complex a form 
is, however, the more challenging it gets to master it; that requires a lot of 
experience.” 10 His approach relies on mastering the design. He believes that 
as an architect you need to be to be very precise in realizing what kind of 
space you produce. He explains that he used only block-like buildings in the 
beginning of his career, because this shape allowed him to “master” his designs. 

Second, Boltshauser’s buildings have certain solidity, a heaviness. He explained 
that he likes to build with rammed earth or bricks because these materials 
require a certain thickness of the wall.  
 
 “I build with rammed earth, the wall has to be 60cm thick to be strong. The 
material gives you a deepness of the structure, which I can use for spatial 
aspects. The rammed earth façade has a strong plasticity in it, so it is a plastic 
element. Today you can make the façade very thin, with efficient insulation 
material, you get 10 cm façade. You can do that if you want. But if you want 
to work with space you really need the thickness of the façade.” 11  

The thickness of the façade allows Boltshauser to interpret the façade as a 
spatial element. The window frames used in Rauch House, (figure 7) and 
many other of his buildings, have elements that are set back on the side. These 
elements allow one to experience this thickness of the wall more intensely. 
Third, spatial refinements are important to Boltshauser. An example of a 
spatial refinement is the tapering of the column shape. 

collecting an image 

LEARNING BY SELECTING

10. Boltshauser, R. (2010), 
interview by Axel Simon 

11. Boltshauser, R. (2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 
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12. Boltshauser, R. (2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 

Fourth, proportions are important to Boltshauser. For defining proportions he 
does not use any mathematical systems, but believes in the human eye. 

“To find out how narrow it can be nothing helps you. It is only drawing it 
several times to find out which size feels good. We do a lot with drawing and 
we find out with our eyes what the proportion is, what the size is and what the 
rhythm is. It is always about looking at things and try with each drawing to 
make the building better and better.” 12

Lastly, his eye for detail can be seen in the alignment of the brick size with 
the shapes of the building. By aligning the bricks with the shapes, the focus of 
human attention remains in the first place on the shape as a whole. The bricks 
are understood as parts of the whole, rather than as a layer wrapped around 
the building.
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Fig. 11  Façade models 
in the Boltshauser office
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13. Boltshauser, R. (2009), 
p.106

a trip to Switzerland

LEARNING BY OBSERVING

After gaining a lot of insights in the work of Roger Boltshauser by reading 
his book and by reading about his inspirations, a trip to Switzerland was 
planned.  From 18th to 26th of November 2015, Nina Claus and I visited 
several buildings of Boltshauser Architekten. We planned several meetings 
with users to get to know the buildings from the perspective of the user. On 
Sunday, the 22th of November, we planned a visit together with employees 
from Boltshauser Architekten to the Rauch House in Austria. During this 
first moment of real life contact with the employees of the office, we were 
able to catch a feeling of the atmosphere within the office. We were invited 
to the office in Zurich a few days later. During this visit, we gained a better 
understanding of their way of working with models, sketches and the use of 
important inspirations. The last day, we visited a lecture of Roger Boltshauser 
at the HTW in Chur. Although the lecture was in Swiss German, we gained 
some new insights in Boltshauser’s current projects and inspirations. As written 
in the book of Roger Boltshauser a primer to space;

“Descriptions and illustrations can never substitute ones experience in space, 
the quality of being in a space. Space has to be understood as an all-around 
expanse that encompasses us, and therefore as a material reality that stands in 
direct relation to our physical being. The concrete and perceptional experience 
of space is indispensable to comprehending the way in which this reality 
touches and surrounds us in its entirety.” 13  

Visiting the buildings and meeting the people provided insights in not only 
the works of Boltshauser but also in his way of approaching architecture. In a 
separate booklet, called “a Swiss trip”, we describe our personal experience, the 
most notable and striking aspects. The things that stuck in our mind and will 
consciously or unconsciously influence us when designing in the future.
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Fig. 12. photos from interview 
with Roger Boltshauser in 
Zurich
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Boltshauser, R. (jan 7, 2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 

In conversation with Roger Boltshauser

LEARNING BY INTERACTION

On the 7th of January 2016, Nina Claus and I interviewed Roger Boltshauser. 
In this chapter specific parts of the interview are selected to create more insight 
in Roger Boltshauser’s general approach on architecture. Over the course of 
the book, different parts of the interview will be referred to when more specific 
topics are discussed. The full interview can be found in the appendix.

Interview: Roger Boltshauser
7 january 2016, Zurich
interviewed by: Nina Claus and Moniek Kamphuis

Roger Boltshauser: “For me there are some things we design as an architect 
which the last 2000 years have always been the same. If you design a chair 
for a human being, they may be a little bit taller than 2000 years ago, but in 
general we sit the same way on our chair and you would in a way require the 
same shape, otherwise we don’t feel comfortable. If you don’t have the right 
angle you don’t feel comfortable. This is what I mean; there is something 
in architecture in the last 2000 years, where a lot of people found out what 
is good or bad, what worked for us.  What kind of space we like and what 
kind of space we don’t like. We are 1,70 or 1,80 meters tall, we sit like we 
sit, because we have this size. [..] I think there are rules which pass on from 
generation to generation for space which don’t change. I think it is important 
as architects to find out or to learn what these rules are. 

I think you see a lot of elements about space in the history. A building that 
exists 2000 years has something which is true, and something which really 
works for us. There is something behind which we can study and learn from 
that building. In the end you should really know what kind of space you 
create. What does it mean for you if it is a narrow space, very high space, if it 
is a space that brings you around? You should know what happens if you create 
something. This is something you have to learn, for example you can go to 
cities and study them. You have to find an eye for that, you have to train your 
eyes to find out what it means to have a space like that or space like that. [..]

It took me a long time to understand what it means to work only with space. 
I had more this concept kind of schooling, because I went to the ETH in the 
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Boltshauser, R. (jan 7, 2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 

90’s. The ETH was a school that focused on concept, minimalism and they 
also had this functional background, but nobody talked about space. I had to 
explain my project with a clear concept, and structural and functional logic, to 
justify it. But in the end space is more, to create a right space. I never felt really 
comfortable about that and I always felt a little bit unsafe, because I just knew 
there was more. But I did not know how to talk about it, and I did not really 
know what it was. 

It was very important to me to be an assistance of Peter Märkli. He is 15 
years older than me. He talks very precise about space and he already had the 
language for that. He took me as an assist because I thought a little bit the 
same as him, only I didn’t have the clear language like he had. He is a person 
that really talks about space and he already had his vocabulary to explain it. 
What does it mean to come out and to come in, go up, a narrow space, a big 
space, a small space, go around, where it is the stair rises? So I immediately 
understood this is the reason, this is the background. [..] With Peter it was 
exactly like that. We went to an old church in Cognac, a 1000 years old 
church. We studied the volumetric of this, and it was always a discussion about 
space. This was the first time I found a person that talked about these elements 
I was interested in. Than for me it became clear which way to go. Sometimes 
it’s something you want, you feel, you think it should be like that. Maybe 
also a good teacher helps you in this. I didn’t have Peter Märkli as a professor, 
because he came later to the ETH. Before I never heard somebody talk about 
space in this precise language.

I think in the end everybody feels the same, even your grandmother has a 
feeling for space. For instance these old churches we visited with Peter Märkli, 
it were farmers that built the churches. They didn’t study architecture, they 
just did it like they think it should be. They don’t have a language, they just 
did it well. And I think everyone has that in its mind. It has to be like what 
we talked about at the start. How you sit on your chair. We all have a little 
bit the same feeling about sitting on a chair. We have a bit the same feeling 
for a round space, that goes to the centre. What does it mean to have a round 
building in a context of the city? Is it something important? Why is it round? 
We all have a little bit the same feeling of elementary elements of architecture. 
Because of how we walk. We  have to walk straight, otherwise we do not 
feel comfortable. Because of how tall we are. What is far or near to us. It is 
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Boltshauser, R. (jan 7, 2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 

important to focus on that for our job as architect. 

To teach gives space to talk about these interests with the students and this 
helps you to have a better focus and go ahead. Trying to make models and 
find out new things, it’s like a free space with a lot of people trying to do the 
same, trying to find out more. This helps you to focus, it’s a dialogue and 
the students become better and I become better, because you’re working on 
the same thing, and we don’t have to take care about money and that kind of 
things. This is great. 

Nowadays we have the problem that every building has to be unique, so we 
only have one type. You can’t go ahead with the same type. We are a little bit 
lost. We cannot improve from building to building, because all the time we 
have to discover a new way. [...] Not every building is different in my work, 
they are all based on older buildings. I’m always learning like a student, trying 
to do it better next time. In reality you never find it 100 percent the right 
answer, you are always on the way. This is not the way many architects work, 
not a lot of people say I reproduce myself. It’s not hip today. You have to say 
every building is new and unique, I’m so creative I always find new answers. 
I think this approach is not architecture. I think architecture has a lot to do 
with history and learning to look at space.  It’s about space, about how you 
organize it, it’s about responsibility, you can do that on each level, even if you 
talk about the little details.” 





35

the spatial and social experience

A REFLECTION ON ROGER BOLTSHAUSER

14. Boltshauser, R. (2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 
Kamphuis, M. 

Roger Boltshauser believes that architecture is about spatial sensations. He 
therefore believes that learning architecture is about learning how to look at 
space. It is about learning how you can organize the space on different levels.  
Organizing the space means making a space understandable and at the same 
time interesting for human beings.  Making a space understandable is for 
example done by giving the building clear front, back and rear façades. This 
gives the building orientation. Creating an interesting space is, for example, 
done by making gestures of narrowness and broadness. In this way Bolthauser 
plays with prediction and expectation. 

Boltshauser explains how to organize space on different levels. The three most 
important levels are the exterior space, the wall figure and the interior space.  
On an urban scale, Boltshauser uses the building as an instrument to shape 
the spatial properties of the exterior space. By creating precise boundaries and 
connections with the shape of the building, the experience of the outside space 
can be influenced.  He believes one should define the exterior space in the 
same one defines a room. The wall is interpreted as a spatial element. With the 
depth of the façade, one can organize the space around the building.  The most 
important façade shows the most depth, while a side façade shows less depth. 
In this way, it becomes clear to human users which façade is more important 
and which façade is less important. The properties of the inner space can 
create gestures of narrowness and broadness and height and depth. In this way, 
moments of tension and release are created, which results in an interesting 
route to move through.  Material, light and detail should support the spatial 
effect that is produced. Materials and colors, for example, have their own 
expressive value that can strengthen the spatial experience that is produced.14  
The different levels of arranging the space show an interesting approach. The 
approach is still rather abstract and should be researched further by the use of 
concrete examples. Analyzing concrete examples can lead to design principles 
that can be applied in the design of the building in Mendrisio. 

Roger Bolshauser seems to cover spatial sensation very well in his approach 
on architecture. However, when talking to different users of Boltshauser’s 
buildings, I felt that the social aspect of the buildings can be improved. 
Boltshauser explained that by arranging the space on different levels, one does 
something for society, one takes his responsibility as an architect.  Taking 
responsibility as an architect and thus doing something for society can be 
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extended further by creating a critical vision on the social aspect of the 
building. The social interaction required within the building to be designed 
should be clearly formulated. Having a critical look at the needs of the user 
and the needed program is, therefore, important. The social aspect of a place 
impacts the way we experience a place. The architect should have a vision on 
how the building should mediate the human-to-human interaction, the man-
to-man relationship.  

The three most important levels of arranging the space - the exterior space, the 
wall, and the interior space - will be researched more thoroughly. Concrete 
principles will be derived from the research and applied into the design of 
the faculty building for Mendrisio. In addition, the social experience of the 
building will be framed by defining the desired way of interaction within the 
building to design. Taken together, this results in the design strategy; drawing 
on spatial and social experience. Always taking the human experience as the 
fundament, the design will further explore how one can influence and steer the 
spatial as well as the social experience of a place.   





A DESIGN FOR THE GRADUATE STUDENTS OF MENDRISIO
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15.  Project Brief, Concorso   
d’architettura, Mendrisio (2015)

16 . graduation studio TUe,  
Masterly Apprentice book, 
(2016), p.104- 106

The program of a recent design competition for the plot consists of an 
extension for the first year students of the “Accademia di Architettura” in 
Mendrisio. The program includes ateliers, a workshop, an aula, offices and 
a foyer connecting the Turconi building, the ateliers, and the Theatre of 
Architecture. 15

In my opinion, it is of great importance for first year students to be mingled 
with students of architecture from different years. They can learn by observing 
and interacting with the architecture students from different years. A graduate 
student, however, is about to make a step towards the working environment. 
The focus here should be on the individual, on his or her personal qualities, 
on working on them and presenting them to the outside world. The graduate 
students should be provided with their own space, in which interaction 
amongst themselves is of importance.

In Mendrisio every year around 100 students join the graduation program. 
The graduate studios focus on a specific urban reality together. This urban 
reality is within the region of Mendrisio.  The setting of the gradution project 
is an opportunity to improve the dialogue between the Mendrisio Academy 
of Architecture and the public administration on issues regarding the culture 
of the territory. “The results can be seen as political approach, where higher 
education and research are in a position to exercise a decisive influence on 
regional development.” 16

By placing the graduate students in a building together at a new entrance 
of the campus, the students are provided with the opportunity to present 
themselves to the outside world. When working on a specific regional urban 
reality the building can function as a platform for discussion between the 
Mendrisio Academy of Architecture and the public. 

extension for the Architecture faculty Mendrisio in Switzerland

THE PROGRAM 
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Fig. 13. Schemetic sketch the 
learning process 
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17.   Demirbas, 
O.O.¸Demirkan, H., (2003)

As stated before, the regulation of the social interaction has an impact on 
how one experiences a place. The building should mediate the human-to-
human interaction, the man-to-man relationship. Defining the desired way of 
interaction within the building is therefore important. 

One learns by experiencing, by doing, by reflecting and by thinking.17 The 
creative learning process is a messy process. Every individual learns best in 
his or her own unique way. The building should recognize this and provide 
a variety of interconnected but distinct spaces. The building should allow 
the individual to choose what kind of space suits him or her best at that very 
moment.   

Interaction is of big importance in the creative learning process. Incidental 
meetings and encounters, but also short escapes, are some of the most 
important moments of the creative learning experience. The building to 
be designed should provide opportunities for this.  Direct communication 
between students, potential for ad hoc encounters and passive visual 
opportunities should all be part of the social experience.

The creative learning process
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Fig. 14. a central axis and 
creating a square 

Fig. 15. The Mendrisio Faculty 
with plot of the competition 
brief
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18. Boltshauser, R., Flury, A. 
(2010), p. 15 - 16

The vision on the location is based on the experience of walking around the 
Mendrisio campus. Visiting the campus and discussing it with fellow students 
resulted in some remarkable aspects that will influence the decisions for the 
design. 

First of all, it is notable that the students of Mendrisio campus, who travel 
by train, currently have to walk around the buildings of the campus instead 
of over the central axis. This walking path is neither efficient nor a beautiful 
way to experience the campus.  According to Boltshauser’s theory, the route 
is the core element of the spatial experience.18 The design for the building 
should integrate a route for the people coming from the train. In this way, the 
movement of the people over the central axis of the campus will be activated.

When walking over the Mendrisio campus, a potential sequence of squares 
could be recognized. Walking from one square to another, through small 
openings and streets, created an interesting experience. Seemingly this 
experience is not yet used to its fullest potential. By adding a new square, the 
sequence of squares will become more explicit in the experience. By activating 
the central axis, the sequence of squares becomes part of the route. 

A church, Pallazo Turconi and the Theatre of Architecture border the plot. 
These buildings show potential to work together as an ensemble, creating a 
square in between.  The new building should carefully close off the square and 
enter a relationship with the Turconi building, the church and the Theatre of 
Architecture. By activating the central movement axis and letting the ensemble 
of buildings work together,creating a square, the scattered buildings on the 
campus will start to work more together, positively influencing the connection 
of the campus as a whole.

a sequence of squares connected by a central axis

THE LOCATION
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Fig. 16  Mendrisio campus, gate 
gesture 
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Fig. 17. Mendrisio campus, 
an existing sqaure from the 

sequence of squares 
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Top:
Fig. 18.  Aarau school complex
placing of new volumes 

Bottom:
Fig.19. Aurau school complex, 
placing of a volume
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19 Arnheim, R. (1977)p.10

20.  Boltshauser, R. (2009), 
p12-p13

Space is created as a relation between objects. The experience is generated 
through the interrelation of these objects. 19 

Exterior space should be perceived as limited. When creating a building, the 
building can serve as an instrument to shape the exterior space.  By creating 
precise boundaries and connections, the experience of the outside space can 
be influenced.20  An extension of the school building in Aarau by Boltshauser 
Architekten is an example of a design that shapes the exterior space (figure 
18 and 19). The necessary new square meters are split into several volumes. 
The volumes are precisely placed to change the composition of the existing 
complex as a whole. The new volumes extend the enclosure of parts of the 
exterior space. The enclosed spaces are now better defined. In addition, they 
are now experienced as a part of the school complex. In this case, the buildings 
serve as instruments that shape the exterior space.  

the urban plan

EXTERIOR SPACE PERCEIVED AS CORPOREAL
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Left Top:
Fig. 20 a central axis 

Fig 21. the building
 in context  
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21. Boltshauser, R. Flury, A. 
(2009) p.13

22. Sitte, C. (1889) p. 58

Fig. 22. measuremts square  
according to theory of Sitte 

In Mendrisio a church, the Turconi building, and the Theater of Architecture 
border the plot. Applying the theory of Boltshauser, that exterior space should 
be perceived as a limited world, like a room. These buildings show potential 
in working together as an ensemble creating a “room” in between. The 
new building should close the room and react to the other buildings of the 
ensemble, this to stimulate collaboration between the buildings. 

Roger Boltshauser pointed out the importance of Camillo Sitte during the 
interview in Zurich. Boltshauser wrote in his book that according to Camillo 
Sitte “a square is successful when it mediates the enclosed character of a 
space, in  a manner similar to a room. The decisive factors are therefore the 
proportions of the square and the buildings, an open center to the square, the 
confluence of the streets into the square, but also integration of the square 
or succession of the squares in the rhythmical sequences of the overall urban 
space”.21

Looking at the measurements of a square, Camillo Sitte explains in his book 
“De stedenbouw volgens zijn artistieke grondbeginselen” or City Planning 
According to Artistic Principles, that the ratio between the size of the square 
and the size of the building is important. The size of the square should be 
proportionate to the size of the adjacent building, in such a way that the 
height of the building (measuring the building from square level to the 
eaves) is proportionate to the square size that is measured perpendicularly to 
the perimeter of the building. If one measure in this way, one can roughly 
determine that the minimum size of a suitable square is equal to the height of 
the building. The maximum size is double that height.22 

The new building is precisely placed to create a space in between the buildings 
that complies with this theory of Cammilo Sitte. wThe size of the square 
lies between one and two times the height of the most dominant adjacent 
building, the Turconi building (height eaves Turconi 15 meters, the square 
size measured perpendicularly to the perimeter of the building  28 m,  ratio= 
1,86).
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Top left
Fig. 23:  view when exeting 
the building, emphasiz on 
Turconi symmetry

Top Right
Fig 24. view from path 
adjacent to church 

Bottom
Fig 25: Placement of 
building, cutting  cylindrical 
shape
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A reaction from the new building to the Turconi building is expressed in two 
ways. The central public street of the building is placed on the central axis of 
Turconi. When walking through the internal street, entering the square, one 
will experience the Turconi building from its central point, which emphasizes 
the symmetry of the Turconi building (figure 23). Additionally, the solid 
void ratio of the Turconi façade was used as a guiding ratio for the solid void 
relation of the square facade of the new building. (figure 25) 

The new building responds in three ways to the Theatre of Architecture 
building. The cylindrical shape of the Theatre of Architecture includes a 
risk of “flowing space”. This would be of negative influence to the creation 
of “a place to stay” in between the buildings. Therefore, first of all, the new 
building is moved slightly in front of the cylindrically shaped theatre. The 
rectangular shape of the building cuts off the experience of the cylindrical 
shape, and avoids the feeling of “floating space”. (figure 25) Secondly, the 
light shafts placed on the square create a bridge gesture towards the Theatre 
of Architecture. The bridge shape places the theatre building towards the 
background, reducing the force that the cylindrical shape projects on the 
square. (figure 25) Thirdly, at square level, the new building creates a more 
solid corner towards the Theatre of Architecture building. This solid part 
creates a counter force against the force of the cylindrical shape. (figure 26)

The building responds to the path adjacent to the church by continuing the 
path into the building. When walking along the church towards the square, 
one will be guided towards a colonnade. (figure 24)
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Fig. 26: the building seen from 
the public square 



55

Several programmatic decisions are made to support the experience of the 
square as a pleasant place to stay. First, a short route to the square is created 
for the people arriving from the train station, supported by stairs that allow 
to enter the Turconi building from the square side. Also, underground 
connections are minimalized to stimulate the movement of people over the 
square. In addition, the bar with patio doors is placed at the same level as 
the square, stimulating social activity on the square during most of the year. 
Moreover, the colonnade on square level combined with big open balconies 
on the first and second floor create a transition zone from the public square 
to the atelier spaces. Within this transition zone, social activity can take place, 
creating interaction with the square. Last of all, the light shafts that provide 
natural light to the workshop below, create a visual connection with the 
square. While sitting on a bench having lunch, one is able to see the students 
make a model in the workshop.
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Fig 27. Casa del Fascio, front 
facade 
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23. Boltshauser,R.(2009) p. 51

24. Boltshauser, R. (2016) 
interviewed by Claus, N. and 
Kamphuis, M. 

“The façades of a building should not be understood as limitations or 
restrictions but as powerful means of transition, of linking the interior and 
exterior space. The façade should be a spatial element in itself that is a reaction 
to the context of the building and the program of the building.” 23

Roger Boltshauser explained more about the spatial function of the façade 
during the interview in Zurich:

“With the plasticity of the façade you can organize the space around the 
building, with the windows you can organize a connection between outside 
space and inside space. You can also tell the people where you can find the 
entrance, which façade is less important, which façade you maybe don’t find 
the entrance, which façade is really the back façade. I’m really interested in 
giving an answer to the context with my façade and also have a strong relation 
to the content. It means that I often try to find the right answer with my 
façade to the context, but also to the inside space.”[...] 24

Terragni is an architect which I really like.[..] He is very precise to 
communicate with the surrounding. He found an answer with his 
building which has a spatial logic inside, a structural logic and he is also in 
communication with the outside. It is not separated, but all integrated, this is 
great.” 24

Boltshauser refers to Casa del Fascio in Como as a good example of a building 
that communicates to humans. Casa del Fascio reacts with its façades on the 
specific context, but also on the program inside the building.  In figure 27 we 
see the front façade of Casa del Fascio. A clear inviting gesture is made towards 
the entrance. This gesture arises because of a setback of the façade. The setback 
creates a shadow, marking the location to enter. Terragni uses the spatial 
element of the façade to communicate to humans.  

Communicating facades

THE WALL: A SPATIAL ELEMENT
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Fig. 29. facade analysis, Casa 
del Fascio, Terragni, Como

Fig. 30. analytical model using 
casa del fascio principles, plot 
Mendrisio 

st
re

et
 street 

private space

public square
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25. Schumacher , L, (1991)

In figure 29 the façades are brought into relation with their context and 
program. Each of the façades of the building is different. The back façade links 
interior space with a private space. Because the context is private, the façade 
shows the least relief of all facades. The side façades show more relief. They 
link office spaces with the public street. The front façade shows the most relief. 
It links the public square with the open courtyard inside. The façades of Casa 
del Fascio are heterogeneous and use their relief to communicate to humans 
and to give the building orientation.  

The use of a front and back layer creates a hierarchy in the façade. The front 
layer is strictly bound to a grid. The back layer creates a subdivision within 
this grid. The façade expresses the diversity from the program without losing 
harmonic unity. 25

Some of the principles of the façades of Casa del Fascio were tested in an 
analytical model. (figure 30) The model uses principles of Casa del Fascio but 
applies them on a different location, namely the plot in Mendrisio. The focus 
lies on the use of layers to make the façade a spatial element.  The model shows 
a clear gridded front layer. The back layer, however, breaks the rules that are set 
by the front layer. Three long windows overstep the grid division of the front 
layer. The breaking of the rules set by the front layer breaks the interaction 
between the two layers and the clear hierarchy. One could conclude that it is 
important that the back layer follows the rules that are set by the front layer to 
maintain the clear hierarchy and order of reading the façade. 
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Fig. 31. Facades 
of the new 
building 
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The façades of the new faculty building are heterogeneous and communicate 
with human users. The building orientates itself based to the way the people 
wander across the campus. 

The square and entrance façade are more formal, have a vertical emphasis 
and at first sight do not clearly reveal human scale. The side façades are more 
informal, have a horizontal emphasis and express the scale of human activities. 
The differentiation of the façades gives the building a clear direction. In all 
façades, the front layer creates a clear division, the rules of which are followed 
by the back layers. In this way, the diversity from the program inside is 
expressed without losing the feeling of order and unity. 

The most important façades are the South-East and the North-West façade. 
The South-East façade is designed as a public square façade and the North-
West façade as an entrance façade. 

The South-East façade is the square façade. This façade is made up of two 
layers and therefore creates a transition zone from the public square to 
the ateliers. The square façade shows the most depth of all facades. The 
programmatic division is echoed within the façade. The part where the façade 
links the street with the exterior is expressed with a solid mass. The working 
spaces are linked with the exterior by wooden slats with a more open and 
light expression. Wooden slats function as permanent sun shading that avoid 
the use of scattered blinds. The wooden slats create a homogenous pattern, to 
enhance the shape of the front layer, that frames the building. 

The North-West façade faces the side of the train station. This façade will 
provide a new entrance for  the whole campus of Mendrisio. With exception 
of the square façade, this façade shows the most relief.  The façade uses this 
relief to give a clear gesture of receiving towards the entrance. Just as the square 
façade, the entrance façade echoes the program of the building by a clear 
differentiation between the solid part that reflect the internal street and the 
wooden slats that express the working spaces. Also in this façade the wooden 
slats are placed in a homogenous pattern, to enhance the expressive shape of 
the front layer. 
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Fig, 32 model of the new 
building 
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The North-East and the South-West façades are designed as rear façades. The 
North East façade links the workshop and the open atelier floors with the 
exterior. Small intrusions in the inside walls are made to create space to pin 
drawings and to have moments of reflection. The different types of windows 
express the different functions of the program. A front layer creates a feeling of 
order and unity within the façade. Windows are placed on sitting height and 
have parts that can be opened for natural ventilation. 

The South West façade links the bar and the personal working spots with the 
exterior. The façade reacts with its small window grid on the concrete frame 
division of the hospital next to it. The windows allow for personal regulation. 
The bar function is expressed by larger windows that aligns with the façade 
surface and that create places to sit in the window. Also in this façade a clear 
front layer creates a feeling of order and unity within the façade.
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Fig. 33, The facades of the new 
building 
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Fig 34. A socially condensing 
street  on the central axis of the 
campus
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26.   Demirbas, 
O.O.¸Demirkan, H., (2003)

A socially condensing street with  
walls as mediators of social interaction

The desired way of interaction within the building is realized by an internal 
socially condensing street. The street lies on the central axis of the campus. It 
connects the entrance of the campus from the train station with the rest of the 
campus. The street is public and stimulates movement of the people over the 
central axis of the campus. 

The internal street covers the full height of the building. It interconnects 
all the different spaces within the building. By its asymmetrical placement, 
different types of spaces appear behind its walls, for example, an open atelier 
floor and more intimate personal working spots (figure 35 and 36).  The 
building provides a variety of distinct spaces that are all interconnected by the 
internal street. 

Interaction is of great importance in the creative learning process.26 The 
street is a meeting place that allows for direct communication between 
students, creates potential for ad hoc encounters and realizes passive visual 
opportunities. The internal socially condensing street is a product of the 
people.



Fig. 35. variety of distinct 
spaces; open atelier floor 



Fig. 36 variety of distinct 
spaces; silent personal working 
spots
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floorplan 0  scale 1:300 
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floorplan +1 square level 1:300 
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floorplan  +2   scale:1:300 
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floorplan  +3   scale:1:300 
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Top
Fig. 41. analytical model  A 
solid mass of the wall 

Bottom:
Fig 42.  analytical model  B 
solid mass of the wall
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27. Boltshauser, R. (2009), p

“Of all building elements, the wall figure is of special importance, because our 
sense of sight orientates itself upon the vertical. Because space exists on both 
sides of a wall, and because this boundary has to be overstepped at some point, 
moments of separation and connection act concurrently.” 27

The wall is the figure that creates moments of separation and connection, and 
can therefore be interpreted as an element that mediates the social interaction. 
The walls that frame the street are designed as mediators of social interaction. 
Intrusions in the wall are placed in such a way that all different floors and 
the different spaces behind the wall are interconnected. The intrusions create 
intimate interior places, allowing for incidental meetings, encounters, but 
also short escapes. The walls that frame the internal street within the building 
are - just like the façades of the building - interpreted as spatial 3d elements. 
Where the spatial potential of the façades is expressed by a principle of layers, 
the spatial potential of the interior wall is expressed by interpreting the walls as 
one solid mass. To experience the walls as one spatial 3d element in itself, the 
solidity of the element is a determinative factor. The possibilities of carving out 
mass of the solid element are further explored by models. Principles of carving 
out the mass are tested and judged on the way they maintain the feeling of a 
solid mass predominant in the experience. 

After analyzing the models, the following principles came out;

- To keep the element appear as a solid element, the void solid  
 proportion is important. No more than 30 percent of the wall should
 be void. When using  a higher percentage of void, the experience of  
 one solid element seems to decrease. 
-  The minimum distance between two different intrusions should 
 not be too narrow. When this distance becomes too narrow, it seems
 that combining the extrusions into one bigger extrusion works better
- The amount of intrusions should be kept to a minimum to keep the  
 solid experience more intense.
- When creating intrusions with identical measurements, a more calm
 image can be produced. This will keep the focus on the wall as a  
 unity.
- By keeping some straight lines fully solid, the solidity of the wall  
 stays intact. 
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Top
Fig. 43. analytical model  C 
solid mass of the wall 

Bottom:
Fig 44.  analytical model D 
solid mass of the wall
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It is possible that exceptions to these principles can be found. They are not 
strict rules but guidelines for this specific project and derived by using my 
personal sense of space. When designing the final walls of the building in 
Mendrisio (figure 45), these guidelines are used. However, it was of primary 
importance that the intrusions in the wall are placed in such a way that all the 
different floors and the different spaces behind the wall are interconnected. 
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Fig. 45 model of the interior 
walls final design 
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Fig 46. intrusions allow for 
vertical movement within the 
wall
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Fig 47.  intrusion creates 
interior place for short escapes
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Fig. 48 intrusion creates 
interior place for non curricular 
moments
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Fig. 49. Inner space models, 
Boltshauser, Rauch House
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28. Boltshauser, R. (2009), p. 16

29.Boltshauser, R. (2016)  
interviewed by Claus, N. and  
Kamphuis, M. 

“The route is the core moment of spatial experience. Spatial gestures of 
narrowness and broadness or height and depth create moments of tension and 
release. These moments are connected to prediction and expectation” 28

By showing the spaces as corporeal, one can better understand the structural 
properties of  the hollow space surrounding us. Making the interior space 
a corporeal element is what Boltshauser refers to as inner space modelling. 
Boltshauser uses inner space models in his design process and in his teaching. 
(figure 49) By creating a model of the inner space, talking about the spatial 
aspects of the building becomes understandable for the students. “I wanted 
to bring the students closer to this language, and also quicker, quicker than I 
was. I try to find models or a way of talking about space where the students 
immediately understand what I mean. With this negative model, I could guide 
students to understand my own language.” 29

The inner space modeling cannot replace the experience of being inside the 
space. It serves as an analytical method that can help to better understand 
the properties of the space created. The internal street of a first sketch design 
for Mendrisio was made corporeal. (figure 50) The inner space model shows 
a quite complex change of heights within the public path. Using too many 
gestures, the intensity of the gestures seemed to decrease. For that reason, the 
choice was made to use only one explicit and intense change of height in the 
final design for the street.  By entering the building, one enters through a low 
space. This is the case when entering the building from the side of the train 
station as well as when entering the building from the public square. After 
going “underneath”, the internal street opens up. The feeling of the height of 
the street will be experienced intensely. 

inner space modeling 

INTERIOR SPACE 
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Fig.50. inner space model of 
intermediate design
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Fig 51. inner space model, 
House  Side Krier, Hassan 
Fathy
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Top:
Fig. 52 inner space model  left 
interior wall

Bottom:
Fig 53. inner space model right 
interior wall
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Nina Claus and I also made an inner space model of Side Krier house from 
Hassan Fathy. (figure 51) This specific house was chosen because it showed 
several subtle changes in height, depth, and width. The house has niches 
and openings that become narrow and widen up again. The most important 
principle learned from the house of Side Krier is that the openings that 
connect one space to another are narrowed down. This makes the movement 
of going from one space to another explicit in the experience. This principle of 
narrowing down the connection between two different spaces is applied to the 
design for the new faculty building. The opening in the thick walls, framing 
the internal street, are narrowed down at specific places. In this way, the 
experience of “going through the wall” is emphasized.

The play with prediction and expectation had an overall impact on defining 
the intrusions within the wall. The intrusions create moments of tension and 
relief by differences in height. This can be seen in the inner space models that 
are made of parts of the walls. (figure 52 and 53) For example, when taking 
the stairs in the left wall, (figure 52) after passing underneath a low ceiling, the 
space opens up all the way upwards as well as downwards. 
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Fig. 54. Model to explore the 
light intrusion
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30. Pallasmaa, J. ()2006) p.34

strengtening of the effect

In this last chapter light, material and detail are explained according to the 
spatial and social effects described before. The division between the public 
street, framed by the thick walls and the spaces behind, is strengthened by the 
specific choices made in light intrusion, material and detail. 

Light:

“Deep shadows and darkness are essential, because they dim the sharpness 
of vision and invite unconscious peripheral vision and tactile fantasy. 
Homogenous light paralyzes the imagination in the same way that 
homogenization eliminates the experience of a place” 30

The thick walls framing the public street bring light into the street on specific 
places. This results in indirect and heterogeneous light within the public 
path. The light marks specific places within the walls and vertically connects 
different intimate meeting spaces. The heterogeneous light that changes during 
the day, keeps the experience of walking through the street interesting. 

The light in the various spaces behind the walls is realized by spotlights that are 
placed between the structure of the beams. This creates a more homogenous 
light structure, which is desired while working. 

LIGHT, MATERIAL AND DETAIL



90

Fig. 55 Material  overview
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31. Boltshauser, R (2010) p. 101

Material 

“Of primary importance is an awareness for the fact that every material, and 
indeed every color, has its own expressive values that are crucial to spatial 
effect.” 31

The thick walls framing the public street are made of concrete poured on-site. 
Concrete accentuates the heaviness of the vertical wall elements. The inner 
parts of the walls are sand blasted to reveal the roughness of the concrete, 
as if the skin of the concrete is rubbed away, revealing its true texture. This 
strengthens the effect of a feeling of carving out spaces out of a solid element. 
The floor is made out of highly polished white concrete, which results in 
strong reflection of the light that is directed inside by the walls. The polished 
concrete forms a contrast with the rough sand blasted concrete. The use of 
different, contrasting textures - from smooth to very rough - strengthens the 
material experience. 

The soberness of the chosen materials for the street finds its argumentation 
in the social experience. The street should be the product of the people. By 
keeping the materials sober, the people become the actors and the street the 
decor.

In the spaces behind the walls, wood is the predominant material. The wooden 
beams span the floor from wall to wall to emphasize the experience of being in 
between walls. Wood, as a natural material is chosen because of its human and 
warm appearance. This forms a contract with the rough and sober street.
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Detail

The detail expresses the heterogeneity of the façades and the contrast between 
the public street and the spaces behind. In the walls of the public street, steel 
window frames and structural glued glazing contribute to the experience of 
a solid mass. Shadow lines are detailed between the walls and the elements 
meeting the walls, to support the understanding of the walls as separate 
elements.

The square and entrance facade are more formal, have a vertical emphasis 
and at first sight do not clearly reveal human scale. The wooden planks in 
the back layer create the appearance of one continuous surface. The planks 
are placed on the heads to create more strength and depth. The experience 
of the façade changes while having different perspectives. The visual relation 
becomes dependent on the perspective of the viewer. Standing straight in 
front of the building allows one to peek inside the ateliers. In the evening, the 
plank surfaces will create a pattern of light towards the entrance and square 
orientation. 

The side façades are more informal, with a horizontal emphasis. These façades 
express the scale of human activities.  The different window frames indicate 
the different programmatic functions. The basic wooden window frames at 
the work spaces have sliding windows and allow for personal regulation. The 
window frames at the bar function outline with the outer surface of the façade. 
In this way, places to sit within the window appear.



94



95



96



97

32. Voorthuis, J. Schevers, J.  
(2016), p.5

This project investigated the idea of ‘learning from’ by researching Swiss 
architecture and Swiss education. Throughout the world, contemporary Swiss 
architecture is held in high regard. The Swiss educational system seems to 
contribute to the high level of architectural achievement. There is something 
special about the Swiss educational system. “Much more than in other 
countries, the education is shaped by a small number of highly influential 
teachers. These architects have often formed a school within a school, 
spreading their ideologies amongst younger generations and thereby greatly 
influencing architectural discourse.” 32

In this graduation project, I attempt to evaluate learning architecture by 
learning from a highly influential teacher. To do so, I first identified a Swiss 
architect from whom to learn. Then, I obtained an understanding of the 
architect’s approach to architecture. A reflection on his approach resulted in 
my overall design strategy.  Subsequently, specific topics concerning the design 
strategy were researched more in-depth and translated into concrete design 
principles. The design strategy - supported by the concrete design principles 
- were applied to the creation of a design of a building for the architecture 
campus in Mendrisio. By evaluating my learning process as well as the 
definitive design, I can reflect on the learning process when taught from an 
exemplary architect. 

I chose Roger Boltshauser as my architect to learn from, because his approach 
to architecture triggered me immediately. Boltshauser interprets architectural 
space as a space of appearance that affects us, as humans, in a particular way. 
He thinks from our perception of space, from the way we move in space and 
how we function physically. He argues that by applying this to architecture, 
rules can be formulated. Talking about rules suggests that concrete principles 
can be learned.

The apprenticeship with Boltshauser taught me to see architecture as an 
experience, as a relation between building and man. By studying Boltshauser, 
I gained the insight that as an architect you should train, but also trust your 
own sense for space. Everyone has a sense for space, and by understanding 
this, principles of it can be applied in architecture. Roger Boltshauser believes 
that architecture is about spatial sensation. He therefore believes that learning 
architecture is about learning how to look at space. It is about learning how 

an apprenticeship with Roger Boltshauser

CONCLUSION
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you can organize the space on different levels. My interpretation of what 
Boltshauser means when talking about “organizing the space” is making a 
space understandable for, and at the same time interesting to human beings.  
The three most important levels, as explained by Boltshauser, are the exterior 
space, the wall figure and the interior space.  On an urban scale, Boltshauser 
uses the building as an instrument to shape the spatial properties of the 
exterior space. By creating precise boundaries and connections with the shape 
of the building, the experience of the outside space can be influenced. The 
second level is about the molding boundary between exterior and interior - the 
façade. The façade is interpreted as a spatial element. With diversity in the 
reliefs of the façade, one can give the building orientation and make it easier 
for humans to orientate themselves. On the level of interior space, Boltshauser 
plays with predictions and expectations. The properties of the inner space can 
create gestures of narrowness and broadness as well as height and depth. In this 
way, moments of tension and release are created which results in an interesting 
route to move through.  
When reflecting on the approach that Boltshauser has to architecture, I felt 
that his approach covers the spatial experience very well. However, the social 
aspect of his buildings can be further improved.  The social experience has an 
influence on how we experience a place. The architect should have a vision 
on how the building should mediate the human-to-human interaction, 
the man-to-man relationship. Taken together, this resulted in my design 
strategy; drawing on spatial and social experience. The spatial as well as the 
social experience cover the design decisions made for the campus building in 
Mendrisio. 

The new faculty building for Mendrisio recognizes the importance of 
interaction in the creative learning process. The desired way of social 
interaction is realized by a socially condensing street. An internal public street 
is a meeting place that allows for direct communication between students, 
for potential for ad-hoc encounters and for passive visual opportunities.  
The building also recognizes that the creative learning process is a messy 
process and that every individual learns best in his or her own unique 
way, by providing a variety of interconnected but distinct spaces.  Direct 
communication between students, potential for ad-hoc encounters and passive 
visual opportunities are all part of the social experience. 
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The three most important levels of organizing the space were first further 
researched and translated to concrete principles that could be applied to the 
design. On an urban scale, the building functions as an instrument to shape 
the experience of the exterior space. The new building is precisely placed, 
taking into account the three existing buildings that border the plot, to create 
“a pleasant place to stay” in between.  The wall figures are interpreted as spatial 
elements that communicate with humans. The façades use a layering approach 
to create relief. All façades are different and echo the programmatic division 
from inside. The differences in relief ensure that humans better orientate 
themselves. The interior walls explore their spatial potential not by the use of 
layering as in the façades, but by interpreting them as one solid thick mass.  
Extrusions are added to this mass. The interior space plays with prediction and 
expectation. Extrusions in the walls of the street create moments of tension. 
The intrusions are narrowed down at specific places to create a clear moment 
of “going through the wall”. The feeling of the height of the street becomes 
more intense by entering through a low entrance. The light, materials and 
detail are used to strengthen the spatial and social gestures. 

When evaluating on the design as the output from a learning experience, 
a clear influence of Boltshauser can be traced. However, to recognize the 
principles, one has to read the thoughts behind them. To come to the output, 
three stages of the learning process can be noted as influential. 

First, gaining full insight in the approach of Boltshauser was a very important 
step in the learning process. Studying Boltshauser in multiple ways created 
a solid base to research further and to base certain design decisions on. It 
created an awareness of an approach to architecture that could be further 
developed and personally interpreted.  But by having full insight in the work 
of the architect to learn from, something also happened in the teacher versus 
apprentice relationship. The full insight into the work led not only to an 
in-depth conversation, but also to an enthusiastic and passionate input from 
Boltshauser. When talking about his work, the overall picture of his approach 
became clear and more tangible.  This is something that might be interesting 
to reflect on with regard to the Swiss educational system. The teachers 
in Switzerland are brought into the educational system because of their 
accomplished careers as practicing architects. Because the teaching architects 
in Mendrisio are full practicing architects, the students are likely to know the 
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work of the teacher very well and also choose a teacher because of that reason. 
It is also likely that a practicing architect uses concrete examples of his own 
work more often during teaching. This taken together might result in a more 
personal touch to the way architecture is taught. This personal way of teaching 
brings with it more enthusiasm and make things more tangible to understand. 
This can add value to the learning experience. 

After gaining complete insight into the architect’s approach, secondly the 
critical reflection was important.  During the reflection, the different sources 
of information are combined and the understanding of the architect’s approach 
can be placed into a bigger perspective. In my case, this led to the focus on the 
social experience next to the spatial experience. 

The third important stage was the application of the gained information. To 
apply the approach of the architect, concrete principles have to be defined. 
By applying the principles not only all the pros and cons of the design 
strategy become clear, but also gaps in the knowledge. Additional research 
and personal interpretation can be done. The personal interpretation and 
further exploration of ways to apply certain thoughts led - in my case - to the 
interpretation of the spatial potential of the interior walls as a solid mass for 
example.  

Being an apprentice of an influential architect can provide a solid base and 
an interesting framework to start designing from. This requires that the 
apprentice creates a full understanding of the approach that the architect has 
to architecture. In a teacher-student relation, the insight in the work of the 
teacher might lead to a more personal, enthusiastic and in-depth learning 
experience. However, personal interpretations, a critical view and further 
exploration of the principles are determinative in the learning experience. 
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REFLECTION

This graduation project provided me with various new insights on different 
fields.  I learned more about learning architecture from an exemplary architect. 
I also learned more about influencing the spatial and social experience in 
a design. Furthermore, I gained many new practical insights from fellow 
students and teachers.  However, I still see possibilities for improvement in the 
following aspects: 

When reflecting the approach to architecture based on human experience, I 
see possibilities in further developing this understanding by taking all senses of 
human being in account. This project provided me with insights in concrete 
principles to steer or influence the social as well as the spatial experience.  
When placing Boltshauser’s approach to architecture in a bigger perspective, 
I started to read more about architecture in relation to human and our 
perception of space. I realize now that, for example, our sense of hearing is not 
researched in this project. Designing based on the human experience gives still 
a lot of opportunities for further research. 

When reflecting the output, the design, I see possibilities in working out the 
technical aspects of the building more precisely. The technical aspects could 
be more integrated than it is the case in the final design.  To give a concrete 
example, I would like to research the material properties next time more in 
depth, to be able to choose and apply the materials more specifically.   
Furthermore, I see possibilities in improving my work settings. By this, I 
mean, create a more efficient base of settings to work with. I would, for 
example, like to gain more experience in rendering and therefore chose one 
program to learn. By better aligning the different programs to work in, I could 
make my work more efficient. 

The project showed me how researching an exemplary architect can provide 
new insights in an approach to architecture. But next to learning from my 
exemplary architect, I learned also a lot from the people around me; students 
as well as teachers.  I realized how important the interaction with my fellow 
students was in the learning process. This is something I would like to keep up 
in the future. I was inspired by my fellow students of the studio and learned 
from them every day. often we sat together, discussed each other’s sketches, 
models and ideas. At floor five of Vertigo, in the workshop but also with some 
beers at the Black Box. 





105

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thank you; 

Jacob Voorthuis

Jan Schevers

Sjef van Hoof

My fellow students of the Masterly apprentice studio

Chris, Rik, Laurie, Ellen, Erik, Neeltje, Jurgen

Mom and Dad 

Without you, this project would not have been the same!



106

Literature

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Arnheim, R., (1977 ),The Dynamics of architectural form, University of California 
Press, Berkeley and Los Angelos, Ltd. London, Engeland

Boltshauser, R. interview by Axel Simon, A10, New European Architecture, retreived 
from: http://www.a10.eu/architects/profiles/roger_boltshauser
Boltshauser, R. (2010), http://www.a10.eu/architects/profiles/roger_boltshauser/

Boltshauser Architekten Zürich,(2012) Schulanlage Gönhard Aarau, erneuerung und 
Erweiterung Boltshauser Architecten Zürich, DZA Druckerei zu Altenburg GmbH

Boltshauser, R. (2012) Transformator, mit Bildern von Phillipp Schaerer, Ulrich Müller, 
Berlin

Demirbas¸O.O.,  Demirkan, H, (2003) Focus on architectural design process through 
learning styles, Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved, Department of Interior 
Architecture and Environmental Design, Bilkent University, 06800 Bilkent, Ankara, 
Turkey, 

Holl, S., Pallasmaa, J., Pérez-Gómez, A., (2006) Questions of perception, 
phenomenology of architecture, William Stour Publishers, San Francisco
Flury, A., Boltshauser, R.(2009), A primer to space, Roger Boltshauser Works, 
Springer-Verslag/Wien, printed in Austria

Kapfinger, O.,  Simon, A., (2011), wThe Rauch House: A Model of Advanced Clay 
Architecture, Birkhauser

Le Corbusier, (1955), The modulor, A Harmonious Measure to the Human Scale 
Universally applicable to Architecture and MEchanics, translated by Peter de Francia 
and Anna Bostock, Faber adn Faber Limitied 24 RUssen Square London 

Martienssen, R.D., () The idea of space in Greek Architecture, with special referencce 
to the Doric temple and its setting



107

Masterly apprentice graduation studio teachers and students TU/e, (2016) Masterly 
Apprentices, Graduation studio book 

Padovan, R., (1999) Proportions, Science, Philosophy, Architecture, Routledge Taylor 
adn Francis Group, USA and Canada

Schumacher, T.L. (1991), Surface and Symbol, Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture 
of Italian Rationalism, Princeton Architectural Press

Sitte , C. (1889), De stedebouw volgens zijn artistieke grondbeginselen

Steele, J., (1997), Architecture for People: The Complete Works of Hassan Fathy, 
Watson-Guptill



108

Figures

Figure 1: overview of the method, made by the author

Figure 2: Roger Boltshauser, retrieved from: http://www.backstein.com 
media/1440418900_boltshau er3-_--michael-artur-koenig.jpg

Figure 3: Dutch Design Week exhibition, photo made by Valentijn Kerstens 

Figure 4: Photo of imitation model made by Moniek Kamphuis of school Adliswil, 
november 2015, photo made by Jan Schevers 

Figure 5: New roof, school in Adliswil, image retrieved from book a Primer to space, 
Bolthauser, R.

Figure 6: School in Adliswil, photo made by Nina Claus and Moniek Kamphuis

Figure 7: Rauch House, retrieved from: http://www.lehmtonerde.at/en/projects/project.
php?pID=7

Figure 8: Apartment building Lenzburg, photo made by Nina Claus and Moniek 
Kamphuis

Figure 9: School Allenmoos, photo made by Nina Claus and Moniek Kamphuis

Figure 10: Collected building image, made by Moniek Kamphuis

Figure 11: Façade models  in the Boltshauser office, retrieved from Source: http://www.
boltshauser.info

Figure 12: photos from interview with Roger Boltshauser in Zurich, made by Nina 
Claus and Moniek Kamphuis

Fig. 13. Schemetic sketch the learning process, made by the author

Fig. 14. a central axis and creating a square, made by the author

Fig. 15. The Mendrisio Faculty with plot of the competition brief, mendrisio concorso 
di architectura, edited by the author

FIg. 16. Mendrisio campus, gate gesture, photo made by the author



109

Fig. 17. Mendrisio campus, an existing sqaure from the sequence of squares, photo 
made by the author

Fig. 18.  Aarau school complex, placing of new volumes, edited by the author, scan 
from Boltshauser Architekten Zürich,(2012) Schulanlage Gönhard Aarau, erneuer-
ung und Erweiterung Boltshauser Architecten Zürich, DZA Druckerei zu Altenburg 
GmbH

Fig.19. Aurau school complex, placing of a volume, photo made by the author

Fig 27. Casa del Fascio front facade, retrieved from: http://www.artribune.com/
wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Giuseppe-Terragni-Casa-del-Fascio-Como-1932-1936-
%C2%A9-Gregorio-Pecorelli.jpg

Fig. 49. Inner space models, Boltshauser, Rauch House, scan from A Primer to Space, 
boltshauser

All other images are made by the author





APPENDIX



112



113

Boltshauser, R. (jan 7, 2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 

Kamphuis, M. 

In conversation with Roger Boltshauser, 7 january 2016, Zurich

INTERVIEW ROGER BOLTSHAUSER

Question MK: 
You said something very interesting in the interview with Axel Simon. You 
compare your understanding of spaces that work and spaces that don’t 
work, with an understanding of what ‘a comfortable chair’ is. When, and 
because of what or whom did you start to understand what ‘a comfortable 
chair’ is? 

RB: For me there are some things we design as an architect which the last 
2000 years have always been the same. If you design a chair for a human 
being, they may be a little bit taller than 2000 years ago, but in general we sit 
the same way on our chair and you would in a way require the same shape, 
otherwise we don’t feel comfortable. If you don’t have the right angle you don’t 
feel comfortable. This is what I mean; there is something in architecture in 
the last 2000 years, where a lot of people found out what is good or bad, what 
worked for us.  What kind of space we like and what kind of space we don’t 
like. We are 1,70 or 1,80 meters tall, we sit like we sit, because we have this 
size. This means the chair in this size is ok. Maybe the space is too big or too 
small. I think there are rules which pass on from generation to generation for 
space which don’t change. I think it is important as architects to find out or to 
learn what these rules are. I think you see a lot of these elements about space 
in the history. A building that exists 2000 years has something which is true, 
and something which really works for us. There is something behind which 
we can study and learn from that building. In the end you should really know 
what kind of space you create. What does it mean for you if it is a narrow 
space, very high space, if it is a space that brings you around? You should know 
what happens if you create something. This is something you have to learn, for 
example you can go to cities and study them. You have to find an eye for that, 
you have to train your eyes to find out what it means to have a space like that 
or space like that. 

For example one thing Zaha Hadid did with the toilet space in the fire station 
in Weil am Rhein in Germany. She created the toilet space for men, with a 
black wall that falls back in an angle. When I go to the toilet there it is really 
strange, because you always have the feeling you fall down. You feel a bit dizzy 
and you don’t feel comfortable. It gives you strange feeling about this space. I 
mean you can do that, maybe she wants that, that you don’t feel comfortable 
there. But if you do that you should know what you do. For example if you 
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create a space which is very narrow and that goes to a very thin angle. What 
does it mean if you walk to this corner? Do you feel comfortable? Or do you 
think it is a strange corner because you never can arrive there? In the end you 
can do it or not. But you should know what it means if you create a space 
like that. If Zaha Hadid really wants that, that I feel dizzy when I go to the 
toilet, I would say great she wants to have this special effect in the toilets. But 
I’m not sure if she really wants it, or that it was just a result of shaping forms. 
This is not controlling the elements. Ok for a very complex building it starts 
to be difficult to control it. But I think also when we do something like this 
as an architect we should know what we do. We should exactly decide why we 
want to do it or why we don’t want to do it. Why it is good or why it is bad. 
Why I want to have this special effect. This is something you should learn as a 
student. 

It took me a long time to learn, to see the space. When I started with my 
studies I couldn’t do something with a building that was more than 100 years 
old. I couldn’t do something with the Classicistic architecture, the Baroque 
style, the Renaissance, at that time I couldn’t use it for my projects. It wasn’t 
modern so I didn’t know what to do with this space, with these shapes. I 
couldn’t use this language for my own projects as a student, so I didn’t know 
what to did with this old stuff. After I learned to see how space works it 
became completely different. The new buildings weren’t that interesting 
anymore, but it was the old buildings that became interesting for me. For 
instance I found out that the columns of the Greek temples have special 
shapes. The columns at the side are a little bit in an angle, so if you look at the 
temple it looks stronger. Then you start to understand that maybe they wanted 
to make a strong building, so they shape the geometry and space to make it 
strong. I don’t want to build a temple, but I can learn a lot about this element. 
I can also learn from a Renaissance façade, which have a clear entrance 
situation. For instance if you have a church you immediately know where the 
entrance is, because the façade is very plastic, is has deepness, is has columns, 
so you immediately know where you can enter. The side façade is maybe 
flat. The building gives you an orientation. It is all done by spatial approach. 
During the years I learned more and more about these elements and I can take 
more and more from history. Today I only look to the history, I don’t look 
to what my colleagues do or what they did the last 50 years. It is way more 
interesting what the people did the last 2000 years and what survived. I think 
what survived is the most interesting. For instance the smile of Mona Lisa. A 
lot of people like that, there is something in this picture which people find 
interesting, a lot of people visit it. Why is this smile so perfect? As a painter 
how are you able to do that? It is a little bit similar to find out how you can 
produce architecture and space.
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Question NC:
When did you have this switch towards understanding historical 
buildings? You said as a student you didn’t look at the historical buildings 
as you did not understand them. What triggered you to start looking at 
these historical buildings?

RB: It took me a long time to understand what it means to work only with 
space. I had more this concept kind schooling, because I went to the ETH 
in the 90’s. The ETH was a school that focused on concept, minimalism and 
they also had this functional background, but nobody talked about space. I 
had to explain my project with a clear concept, and structural and functional 
logic, to justify it. But in the end space is more, to create a right space. I never 
felt really comfortable about that and I always felt a little bit unsafe, because 
I just knew there was more. But I did not know how to talk about it, and I 
did not really know what it was. So I tried to create a clear concept. I always 
explained my student projects in a conceptual way and functional way. But 
I felt uncomfortable, I knew exactly my concept was not right, because I did 
many things only to make a better space inside, but I couldn’t explain why. 
This was a strange situation where I couldn’t find words for it, because I wasn’t 
sure what is was.

An important aspect was to be an assistance of Peter Märkli. He is 15 years 
older than me. He talks very precise about space and he already had the 
language for that. He took me as an assist because I thought a little bit the 
same as him, only I didn’t have the clear language like he had. He is a person 
that really talks about space and he already had his vocabulary to explain it. 
What does it mean to come out and to come in, go up, a narrow space, a big 
space, a small space, go around, where it is the stair rises? So I immediately 
understood this is the reason, this is the background. Then I also see that Le 
Corbusier works like that, Mies has this aspect in his work, and also Louis 
Kahn has this aspect very strongly in his work. With Peter it was exactly like 
that. We went to an old church in Cognac, a 1000 years old church. We 
studied the volumetric of this, and it was always a discussion about space. This 
was the first time I found a person talk about these elements I was interested 
in. Than for me it became clear which way to go. Sometimes it’s something 
you want, you feel, you think it should be like that. Maybe also a good teacher 
helps you in this. I didn’t have Peter Märkli as a professor, because he came 
later to the ETH. Before I never heard somebody talk about space in this 
precise language. 
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Question MK:
How did you come in contact with Peter Märkli? And could you elaborate 
on your relationship with him?

RB: It was a little bit funny. I finished my study at ETH and then I send some 
postcards to several offices that I would like to work. It was only one picture 
of my diploma work and with an explanation of what I did on the back. I 
also send this postcard to Peter and then he called me. He said he could not 
take me, because he has no office. He is a one man show. But then I heard 
he was going to be a guest professor at the ETH and that he was looking 
for an assistant. So I sent my postcard again and then he invited me. It was 
interesting because my diploma work was already a lot about space. He went 
to this exhibition and saw my work. He knew that this is somebody that 
is maybe close to him. Although I didn’t have this precise language, but he 
immediately knew this project was something he was interested in. It was very 
strange, because I thought that I would have to go to him and show him a lot 
of my work. But he just wanted to talk with me about the semester we had 
to do. It was the first conversation we had together, it was wonderful. He is a 
special person anyway. I was his assistant for two years, one year at the ETH 
and one year at the EPFL. After this was finished I already had my own office. 
Two years later he started again as a professor at the ETH, but around that 
time I had so much to do I could not be an assistant again.

Question NC
Do you still talk to Peter Märkli?

RB: It were these first two, three, four years when I would say we were close. 
Especially close when I was his assistant, we talked a lot. But then it is always 
like, he has a lot to do, I’ve a lot to do, we meet each other sometimes. It’s 
not like I went again to him to talk about architecture, that I had certain 
questions. I immediately did things my own way. I was an assistant until 2000 
and in 2005 I already was a teacher at Chur. Then I tried to find my own 
language with the students. This negative model is not Peter Märkli’s idea, it 
was my own idea. I knew these negative models from Moretti. This façade 
model was an idea of my own. It wanted to bring the students closer to this 
language, and also quicker, quicker than I was. I try to find models or a way of 
talking about space where the student immediately understand what I mean. 
With this negative models I could guide students to understand my own 
language. Than we were quick, one, two years they immediately understood 
what I meant. They always make a structural model, but they also make a 
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space model, a negative model. In the beginning it was analysing an object of 
an important architect and in the end they presented their own project in the 
same way. We also did a masterclass in Chur with students from all over the 
world. They had completely different background, from American, Arabian 
or Russian. I really didn’t know where to start with them, but with working 
with models I immediately found a language with them, they immediately 
understood. It was a good way to communicate and be immediately in 
a discussion. At this moment I was already my own thing. Also with the 
students to find my own way to talk about space. 

Another important inspiration for me is this book of Rudolf Arnheim. It 
is a book that talks about space and feeling about walking through space. 
What does rhythm mean? What do the different aspects mean, narrow or 
broad space, stairway? Also Camillo Sitte was important to me, as he talks 
about space. He analysed a lot of spaces in Italy. I always find it interesting 
how he talks about San Marco in Venice. There are two space that go around 
the corner and there where the Campanile is placed. It really on the right 
situation. If you come from the sea sight, the Campanile takes away the 
view of the arcade. So you really have to walk around and then you have this 
‘waaagh’, this enormously long colonnade façade. The space is open in a new 
way. The Campanile and the proportion of the space forces you to go this way, 
because you want to see what happens. And if you turn around the Campanile 
takes away a bit the view from the Doge palace, you see more of the façade of 
the dome. So you are focused on the dome, and if you go further you see the 
sea. Again you are forced to walk around the Campanile, because you want 
to see the Doge palace. Each space works very well because the Campanile 
is there where it is. The space is arranged by very precise proportions. Rem 
Koolhaas organised the Venice Biennale two years ago and he displayed some 
plans that showed the San Marco was a different situation in the beginning. 
The San Marco used to be a small space. They made it larger and placed the 
Campanile on this corner. The people really formed this space to make it 
perfect for that they want to show.  Camillo Sitte explains the quality of this 
space. He talks about ‘die künstlerischen grundsätzen’,  the artistic principles. 
But for me he talks about space, the quality of the space. Why this Mona Lisa 
smile in the San Marco is that beautiful, that great. Why this space forces you 
to turn around and have two or three times a new view. This is great! When 
you as an architect are be able to design such a space, also in a smaller gesture, 
is fantastic. 

I’m also fascinated by what the Greek did. The proportions and what they did 
to make the building look stronger is unbelievable. How precise they do the 
elements. Ok they did a lot of temples, so from each time to the next time 
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they could make it better. Nowadays we have the problem that every building 
has to be unique, so we only have one type. You can’t go ahead with the same 
type. We are a little bit lost. We cannot improve from building to building, 
because all the time we have to discover a new way. But in my work I kind 
of do this temple way. For instance I often use the same window elements, 
which I change a little bit all time, I try to make them better, I try to come 
closer to a good answer. It is a traditional way of making things. Not every 
building is different in my work, they are all based on older buildings. I’m 
always learning like a student, trying to do it better next time. I can’t do ten 
temples, so I take my elements with me and shift them a little bit to make it 
better. In reality you never find it 100 percent the right answer, you are always 
on the way. This is not the way many architects work, not a lot of people say 
I reproduce myself. It’s not hip today. You have to say everything building 
is new and unique, I’m so creative I always find new answers. I think in this 
approach is not architecture. I think architecture has a lot to do with history 
and learning to look at space. It’s difficult to always find new answers and be 
precise. Otherwise you maybe feel a little bit dizzy if you stand at a wall which 
is black and falls back. 

Question NQ
You were talking about Greek temples and in your book you also talk 
about Acropolis. Why do you think that this historical reference is still 
relevant for contemporary architecture?

RB: I am fascinated about the geometric form they chose and how precise 
they did it. They made a curved plate. The columns are not just straight, but a 
little bit sloping and the size of the outer  columns are different to the middle 
ones. Why did they do it? When it is a lot of work to put it by hand in the 
stone and put every piece very precise on top of each other. Why did they do 
it? They could do it more simple. Why is the size of the column temple so fat? 
I’m really sure that they don’t have to be that fat. They could be smaller and 
they would carry the weight anyway. I asked this to Jurg Conzett, who is a 
very important static engineer in Switzerland. He makes a lot of nice projects 
together with Peter Zumthor and he makes a lot of nice bridges. I asked him: 
‘do you think if you calculate the thickness of the column, than should they 
be that fat?’ He said that he was not sure, but that they probably could be 
thinner. Another engineer told me that they should be that fat, because of the 
earthquakes. But these are all technical static aspects. In the end I think they 
created a precise space. They wanted to have a strong building which brings a 
lot of force to the earth. If the columns are too narrow it is too open and the 
temple becomes too weak. So for me it’s a precise geometry of the space they 
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wanted. From the religious background is has to be open. They had to bring 
these aspects together. I was surprised how precise they did it, how good it 
works and how strong this building looks. It is like the Mies buildings. If you 
study the corner of the Mies building it has a lot to do with the Greek temple. 
If you look at the publication of Mies you find the old column system and also 
his new column system. You often find that the corners have more steel beams 
than the middle elements. He makes the corners stronger. It gives the building 
a strong geometric form. He really learned a lot of what the Greek did and he 
translated that into our language. This is what I mean. If you try to understand 
what they did. When you understand that the corner is a special moment 
you can do something for a strong building if you want that. For instance the 
Hirzenbach school we did, the corner is much fatter than the middle system. 
It is in a way an answer to the Greek temple. This is what I learned from the 
Greek temple and I transformed it to my work. 

Also my office building has a lot to do with Greek temples or old buildings. 
The proportion has a lot to do with the Renaissance façade, but you don’t see 
it. It is transformed in the language which we use today. People come here 
and say ‘aah this is a nice building’. But they don’t know we shifted the sizes 
of the windows. They are smaller at the top, they are fatter at the bottom. We 
shifted little things, of which you don’t immediately realize what happens. In 
the Greek temple you don’t see the differences, but you think ‘o this is nice’. 
It is these little things give you a good feeling, like the Mona Lisa. To find 
these little details, to make them correct, this is what I do. I try to use it in 
our language, but it always has a strong historical background. I really like it 
when people come and they think it is so simple and find it beautiful, but they 
don’t know why. It is six windows, a little brick and some concrete, it is not 
more than you find in other building. But there are somethings I did that are 
not functional, I only added them because of spatial reasons. These things I do 
because I study old buildings. I still think compared to the Greek I’m a small 
little student. I just do little things, when they did everything. These elements 
you don’t find nowadays, I don’t know to which architect I should look. 
Although architects like Corbusier, Rudolf Schwarz, Mies, Terragni and Perret 
find relevance in history. They are really good architects, they are really precise 
in their elements, they studied exactly this history. 

It is great if you start to look at the buildings like that, you can really 
take something from every building. You only look at the proportion to 
really understand the premiere element of the building. This is great, you 
are completely free to look and to learn. It is a pity that I took so long to 
understand this. To feel that free to look and think; ok this column element I 
take for my own work. Today I can take it. Also from a normal building, a not 
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important church. For instance in an old building in Engadin in Switzerland. 
You can take something that you find interesting and you can use it. 

Question NQ: 
You seem fascinated by the plasticity of façades. It seems you started to 
understand the principles of this by studying historical buildings. What 
is this plasticity for you in historical buildings? And can you explain how 
you apply these principles in your designs?

RB:
With the plasticity of the façade you can organise the space around the 
building, with the windows you can organise a connection between outside 
space and inside space. You can also tell the people where you can find the 
entrance, which façade is less important, which façade you maybe don’t find 
the entrance, which façade is really the back façade. I’m really interested in 
given an answer to the context with my façade and also have a strong relation 
to the contents. It means that I often try to find the right answer with my 
façade to the context, but also to the inside space. It is also a social aspect. You 
give the city a kind of relation to the space, help to organise the space. For 
example a space with a lot of entrance situations, it is a public space, a space I 
would like to be. When there not a lot of entrance spaces, it is more a street, 
you go ahead, you don’t stay there. If you do work with these aspect you can 
do a lot for society.

With my façade models I try to find answers about the plasticity of the façade 
towards the inside space and the outside space. If you look to my office 
building, the entrance has a little relief, it brings you to the door. It is not a 
church, it is not so deep, not as important, but you can find the entrance. 
Than you have the largest space at the front. So this is the most important 
space around the building. For the neighbourhood this façade is most 
prominent, so it is symmetric. The side façade is not so important, so it is 
asymmetric. There is a closed part and a part with three windows and the other 
side façade has two windows. So I would say the façade with the entrance 
is most important, than the square façade, and then you have the two side 
façades. I give an answer to the context. All façades are different, it is not one 
single go around, it is always an answer to the context. The reliefs are different, 
but on a fine level. 

Terragni is also an architect which I really like. We did a negative façade 
model of Caso del Fascio. He built it for a Fascist, but in general he is a good 
architect, he made a good building. The façade towards the dome has the 
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biggest plasticity, there is the deepness, there is also the entrance, there is an 
arcade and the columns. The side façades are more closed and the back façade 
is the most closed. But there is also a rotation in the system. If you look at the 
façade you see that it is not symmetric. You have a closed part and openings 
on the other side. It gives you the feeling that you have to go around the 
building. He is very precise to communicate with the surrounding. The system 
of the façade with the columns also reflects on what is happening inside. The 
middle of the building is deeper, through which you see the courtyard on 
the inside. He found an answer with his building which has a spatial logic 
inside, a structural logic and he is also in communication with the outside. 
It is not separated, but all integrated, this is great. If you are able to react to 
the program, to the surrounding, to the structure and bring it all together in 
a fascinating building, which on itself is beautiful, you are there. You did the 
Mona Lisa. 

I build with rammed earth, the wall has to be 60cm thick to be strong. The 
material gives you a deepness of the structure, which I can use for spatial 
aspects. The rammed earth façade has a strong plasticity in it, so it is a plastic 
element. The reason to make it fat, because it is not as strong as concrete, 
gives you the opportunity to create this thick façade. Today you can make the 
façade very thin, with efficient insulation material, you get 10 cm façade. You 
can do that if you want. But if you want to work with space you really need 
the thickness of the façade. You also need a reason to explain the client, also if 
you want to do an arcade you need a reason. Today if you want to work with 
plasticity you easily work against the client, because they want to sell a lot of 
square meters. On the other hand they are responsible for the society. It is not 
nice to have a very flat façade, very thin, because it can result in a façade with 
no relation to the context. A lot of places today have this problem. You don’t 
know where to go in, where to go out. You don’t know where you are. This 
is something which we have lost. I think we have to come back to these very 
elementary things. These things that make us feel comfortable when we visit 
Venice or Florence. We go to these cities and think how great they are, how 
comfortable we feel. Than we go back home and feel uncomfortable and wait 
for the next holiday to be in a nice space. Why don’t we bring this kind of 
space in front of our house. Than you have to understand this aspect and find 
ways to bring back this richness. This is the reason that I work with brick and 
rammed earth. It helps me to create this plasticity which I’m interested in. 
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Question MK
I want to ask you something more about these façade models. At what 
moment in your process do you make these and how do they influence 
your design? 

RB: In the end I’ve to say to really control the space inside and outside the 
model is more precise than the 3D. The 3D gives you an idea, but in the end 
you have to control it with the model. With the 3D it is only how you look, 
if the angle changes it is not precise anymore. We also use 2D façades, so we 
draw every façade 2D, also all the inside façades too. This is normal for the 
outside façades but not for the inside façades. Doing this we control the inside 
and the outside. In these 2D façade you can control the proportion way better.
Also the negative façade model is from the inside and from the outside. We 
take the façade and put it in a sandwich. It means something when you have 
the deepness on the inside and the outside.  We always have to look on both 
sides, to control it in the end.

Question MK 
How do you use the negative models as a teaching method? 

RB: If you ask students after two to four semesters to explain the space we are 
sitting in. They talk about light, that it has a black floor, it is a plaster wall and 
the surface looks a little bit hand made. They talk about this space now, but 
they don’t talk about the real space, the geometry of the space. Then I say, now 
forget it and make a negative of the space. They do that and bring the negative 
model to class. I ask them to explain what they are holding in their hands. 
They say I have a long space in my hands and it has some side elements that 
go up. The side wall has little relief made by doors, so I don’t know where to 
go in or out, because they all have the same relief. These side cupboards are flat 
it is not so important for the space because there is no relief. So maybe they 
don’t want to show them. The light comes down from the top. They start to 
explain really precise the geometry of volume they have in their hands. Than 
the answer is completely different if you compare it to the answer without the 
model. This is the way I teach and it helps to start to talk about space. After 
a time you don’t need the models anymore, you just go out with the students 
and walk through the city and talk about it. This is more how Peter Markli did 
it. We went to Cognac in France to visit thousand year old churche. He stands 
there and talks about what he is looking at.
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I think you have to find a way, a translator, to talk about space with students. 
Once you are into it, it goes quick. If professors would have talked with me in 
this way when I was a student, I would have been much quicker. The problem 
was that nobody talked in this way when I was a student. 
I think in the end everybody feels the same, even your grandmother has a 
feeling for space. For instance these old churches we visited with Peter Markli, 
it were farmers that built the churches. They didn’t study architecture, they 
just did it like they think it should be. They don’t have a language, they just 
did it well. And I think everyone has that in its mind. It has to be like what 
we talked about at the start. How you sit on your chair. We all have a little 
bit the same feeling about sitting on a chair. We have a bit the same feeling 
for a round space, that goes to the centre. What does it mean to have a round 
building in a context of the city? Is it something important? Why is it round? 
We all have a little bit the same feeling of elementary elements of architecture. 
Because of how we walk. We  have to walk straight, otherwise we do not 
feel comfortable. Because of how tall we are. What is far or near to us. It is 
important to focus on that for our job as architect. 

Question NQ
The use of certain proportions as well as the use of skylights are principles 
that you work with in a lot of your projects. In for example the school in 
Allenmoos these principles play an important role. We noticed you don’t 
talk about these principles in your book. What are the reasons for the use 
of these recurring principles? 

RB: For proportions there are many rules that help, Corbusier or the Golden 
Section you can use. I work more with these 2D façades. Sometimes I draw it 
very large and I hang it on the wall. We really look with our eyes. For instance 
Allenmoos has a very narrow roof situation. If you see the detail you have these 
rammed earth columns and the concrete slabs are in between. They don’t lie 
on the rammed earth, which is structural not logic. (nice drawing in the video) 
Normally you have the feeling the ceiling is going to fall on your head, but 
because it is so fine it just holds in between. Like you have two strong columns 
and you put something in between, because it is that fine that you don’t have 
the feeling that it comes down. If you make it more heavy, you will get the 
feeling it will come down. To find out how narrow it can be nothing helps 
you. It is only drawing it several times to find out which size feels good. We do 
a lot with drawing and we find out with our eyes what the proportion is, what 
the size is and what the rhythm is. It is always about looking at things and try 
with each drawing to make the building better and better. 
At the Sihlhölzli sport complex we also drew it as simple building and we 
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found out it had to be 53 cm. Only with drawing we found that with 60 it is 
too much and with 40 it is a little bit too less. Sometimes we control it with 
diagonals to bring it in a system. But is has a lot to do with looking at things 
and try to find the right size and control it from the inside and outside. It 
is a lot of dealing with you own eyes and believe what you see. Often you 
don’t have the logical answer. You don’t know why 53 is correct, there is no 
logic behind it. It is only your eyes that gives you the feeling its right. To be 
sure that it is right what you see takes a lot of training. But it helps you a 
lot, because you will be a lot quicker than always thinking of the geometric 
answers for things. You have to know that the feelings you have are really 
precise. Your eyes know a lot, much more than you can think. The space is 
that complex that you are not able to calculate that in a short time. You use 
all these feelings you have to be quicker, to make a decision only with your 
belly. 53 it is ok, you go ahead. Maybe after a year you discover that it has to 
do with a certain relation of proportions. For example 53 is ¼ of another size. 
(drawing) But if you wait for that relation you are too slow. So you really need 
these feelings and this is something nobody tells you. 

I have another story. I was a good chess player when I was young. I went to 
the Swiss championship and played there. Chess has a lot to do with thinking, 
you see it in your mind. If you move the figures you see it like a space. You 
change the situation in your head and try to find out what the fifth to sixth 
to eighth step will be. You think three dimensionally. Often you can calculate 
three, four, five steps, but after that it is more a feeling for the position. It 
is also knowing how to play goals. Often you decide that you calculate five 
steps and the rest is inspiration and strategy. You work very complex, because 
you are not a computer. Interesting for me was Kasper Hoff, one of the best 
players worldwide. In 2000 he plays against Deep Blue, a big computer with 
a lot of calculators behind, in New York. They played 2-2. So he was never 
able to calculate it to the end, but with his imagination and training he was 
able to beat the whole machine. It means to believe your own inspiration, you 
work that complex that you beat those machines. So it means something if 
you think 53. I think the Greek did not calculate, they just found out to shape 
right. You just have to know how much inspiration you have in your whole 
body. This Mona Lisa smile, you can’t calculate, he just knew how to paint. 
There is one story with Peter Markli and me at the ETH. There was a station 
on the top of the hill, for the ski elevators, and we had to create a platform 
in front, to sit outside. Often the students choose a certain angle towards the 
existing building. When we did a different angle it always felt a little bit weird. 
We worked on this project for half a year, Peter Markli, 40 students and me, 
and nobody had the right argument why it had to be like that. What should 
you do then? It had something to do with the topography, but we didn’t know 
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the right argument, the right answer. Then Marcel Meili came and he said, this 
is very logical, it is about the ‘schwerpunkt’, centre of gravity. This showed me 
that you are very stupid if you don’t use your feeling.

In school you can’t argument like that, they always need a clear answer, a 
clear concept. It is not academic if you talk about feelings, but in reality it 
is different. If you don’t use this feeling you get lost in our business. You 
need all your imagination. This is the reason I don’t do it with calculations 
or a geometrical system. I only do it with my hands, and the way to control 
the proportions is to draw these things, 2, 5, 7, 8 drawings.  We do a lot of 
variation drawings to make it perfect. For example to draw elements a little 
higher, bigger or more narrow. If two days later you draw it again and come to 
the same answer, it might not be wrong. We all have it in our mind, you just 
have to train it. Like soccer playing, you have to train and train and after a 
while you play better and it becomes more easy to make a good goal, because 
you don’t have to think about it anymore, you just do it. 

Question MK: If you compare  architecture with playing soccer, do you 
believe it also requires a certain talent, or can everyone learn architecture?

RB: I definitely have a good 3D brain. One time I did a physiological test, 
they showed me very quickly a picture, and then I had to explain what I saw. 
If you see an airplane they ask how many windows this airplane has. I have 
this picture in my mind and I can tell you how many windows it has. This 
is something I have, which is good in our business. But I’m dyslectic, so I 
have problems with writing things, so there I’m not fast. Maybe my brain is 
more trained for pictures and abstract buildings. I think this is something you 
can train, but maybe it is good if you already have a little bit of talent for 3d 
vision. 

Also with chess, it is 80% training, only 20 % is about having this 3d vision. 
When I have students I’m always sure that they can do it. In the end I think 
it has much more to do with interest. To be really interested in it and if you 
really work for it. If you’re talented or not talented, if you are interested and 
train that, you will come far.

I often ask my wife if she thinks the building is good or bad, I don’t ask 
architects. I ask my wife, she is a singer and she has good feelings for these 
things. She just looks at it and then she says I like it or I don’t like it. Why 
don’t you like it? Yeah, this column is not good. Really I think she has a good 
eye and what she says if often right. And maybe because she is not an architect, 
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she is completely free of everything. Often these people are not trained, but 
still there is the truth in the things they say. 

Why do we like the Mona Lisa. We all have a little bit the same in our head 
which we think is good, interesting, beautiful. This is something we have to 
distillate these things and try to work with these things. I mean, that you are 
here does mean that you already understand a lot of it. 

You did really a beautiful panel, I liked that so much, this is crazy. (image 
Moniek) It’s nearly better than the real building. I think the interesting thing 
is, that in the picture the glass stones are a little bit bigger than in reality. I 
think these larger holes look a little bit better than the existing holes with the 
glass stones. With these glass stones you have only the sizes which the industry 
provide you. You can’t say I want it bigger, because it doesn’t exist. But the 
glass stones in your model where a little bit bigger, and I thought maybe I 
should change this next time and make them a little bit bigger to make the 
domes more powerful.

This is what I mean. You made this, maybe because you only had this size, the 
stamp was a little bit bigger. But it has a certain look, it means something for 
the space and it makes me think about the glass stone element. I though next 
time I should use bigger one, especially ask the industry is they can produce 
bigger ones, to make their appearance stronger. And this is what I mean. Why 
is it better? What did I do wrong? 

MK Is this also the reason you decided to go teaching again? To learn 
from the students? To talk and think about architecture in a different way 
again?

RB: I mean if you’re in the daily business you don’t talk in this way, I don’t talk 
in this way often, I have to manage, pay my bills, arrange the salaries, you have 
to discuss stupid thing. You’re not so focused on all the things we are talking 
about now. To teach gives space to talk about these interests with the students 
and this helps to you have a better focus and go ahead. Trying to make models 
and find out new things, it’s like a free space with a lot of people trying to do 
the same, trying to find out more. This helps you to focus, it’s a dialogue and 
the students become better and I become better, because you’re working on 
the same thing, and we don’t have to take care about money and that kind of 
things. This is great. Five years ago I had the feeling, now I want to build, I 
don’t want to teach anymore, it was enough. And now after five years I have 
the feeling it’s maybe good to go back to university. And make another step 
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with the students. 

NQ Do you already have new ideas about what you want to do with the 
students?

RB My workshop in Lausanne will have an ecological background, because 
I work with rammed earth. I try to work with new materials, ecological 
materials and also combinations of materials. I want to produce new elements 
with the students. I want to create with them a project in which we talk about 
space. So the background of the materials will be ecological and at the end it 
will be buildings, and we will talk about space.

NQ  Are you going to work 1:1 with these materials?

RB I really hope we can do a workshop, that we can produce this element. 
That at the end with the final critics we have this element and maybe we are 
also able to build something with it. I would like to build something, maybe 
in Lausanne, that we have some place where we can do a wall or something. 
But off course I’m interested at fat walls and elementary walls. What kind 
of structure do you need for these new elements? What does it mean for the 
architecture and for the plasticity? 

NQ So teaching and working with the students also forms a good research 
area for yourself?

RB: In the end I can use it for myself. I think it is anyways good that you’re 
interested in the things you teach and that it is authentic. If you think it’s 
something you can use for yourself, you have more energy for these things 
and the students feel that. So there is immediately a lot of energy in the class. 
I would really like to have good engineer during the course, for example Jurg 
Conzett or Martin Rauch. They teach the students more the structural part.  

MK You talk a lot about materials. In your book there is a chapter called 
Ornament & Materials. We think that you have an interesting view on 
what an ornament is. You say that is has the ability to create a sensible 
relation between interior and exterior. Can you tell us more about that?

RB An ornament is in the end a relief, it is a spatial thing. The problem is 
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sometimes for example; Adolf Loos said ornament is a crime, away with the 
stuff, we don’t need it anymore. Then we analysed a Palladio façade, left all the 
ornaments out and then you only have the holes. The façade has no plasticity 
anymore and it doesn’t tell you where the entrance is any longer. So there 
is more behind ornaments than just being a decoration. A lot of historical 
scientists explain an ornament as this is a flower, this is a king, the king is from 
the 19th century, it’s there because this king was the king of this country and 
this is the reason that this ornament is there. But this is often if it is a good 
building it is not true. Palladio also used it as a spatial element. He used the 
thickness and the ornament to make the plasticity which he wanted. So a good 
ornament is more than just an ornament. It is a plastic element, an element 
that organizes the space. It’s the same that the Greek made the columns fatter. 
There is no reason to make it fatter from structural point. They wanted to 
have it because of spatial reasons. You can do an ornament very precise for the 
space, that it makes sense for the space, to say for instance that is the entrance 
side, so is has more elements. 
Or you can just do it as a decoration. We have a lot of ornaments in 
architecture that are like that today. They take the same ornament, 3D 
machines which cut it out of the steel elements and then they put it all around 
the façade. Herzog and de Meuron do a lot of façades like that. They have no 
relation to the context or program, all sides are the same. There was a time 
when they produced ornaments in a factory, 100 years ago, in the Classicistic 
architecture. They did it more and more often, because they thought they had 
to do it, but they didn’t think about space anymore. 500 years ago in Italy, the 
ornaments there, they were very precise. They have a relation to the space. It 
is the question how you use this ornament. Then you can tell if it’s a crime or 
it’s relevant for the space and for the façade, and even for the society maybe. 
This is what I mean with relief. The problem is that the modernist said relief 
is a crime, they got rid of everything and they forgot a little bit this quality of 
space. They produced rational façades without giving an answer to the context, 
and this is a problem. 

Le Corbusier also talked about it, but in the end he made beautiful reliefs. 
Very abstract but in subtle way. You don’t immediately see it, but he for 
example changed the columns slightly, so he still did it in a way. But there 
were other architects, they just did this rational façades, got rid of the 
ornaments and then there is nothing left. I think that we are a generation 
that has a different view on the history. We are maybe more free to look at 
these elements and take them again, and use them. I think in the thirties it 
wasn’t like that, because in that time it was too much, to many ornaments 
without any quality, so they wanted to get rid of it. But I also like architects 
from the thirties because they have a classical background, they all learned 
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about Classical houses. Then they wanted to get rid of all the ornaments and 
they wanted to make modern houses, but they had the knowledge of what a 
classical house is in their mind. So at that moment it was really the conflict, 
this made them very precise. The next generation lost most of this background, 
and there it became more a problem , they got rid of all the ornaments. And 
today I think, this is a generation who can work with these elements again. 
Today we can do what we want, but finding our way is very  difficult, because 
we can do everything.  

NQ It relates back to understanding why you do certain things, and 
understanding that from different historical references? 

RB: Yes, I tell my students, you can do what you want, just do it precise. The 
only thing I want, is that you have to tell me why you do it like that, why 
you think it is good and why you want that. If you know what you do, and 
you want this space, it is ok. But often the students don’t know why they do 
it and they can’t explain it in a spatial way, and then it is a problem. If you 
understand it, you can do what you want, I can just ask; Is it relevant for the 
society? Is it what you want? So if you have the language, if we talk about the 
things in the same way, you immediately do the right thing.

MK: You talk a lot about society. In the way you approach architecture, 
always considering the human perspective, an understanding of society 
seems to be important. Peter Märkli said in an interview with Samuel 
Penn (2012) that we have to help the younger generation to understand 
the importance of our community and society, we have to teach them 
how it all works because they don’t have the knowledge about how to 
implement change at a political level. Do you share this concern?

RB: The only problem is that we are not focused anymore. Hundred years ago 
it was more simple to make architecture, because everybody built Classical 
architecture, so you know the elements. It was very focused on one style, so 
it was easier to learn. Today it is difficult to find the right way and to find an 
answer to the society. The society of today creates a problem for us to find 
our way. You have to much information, you don’t know where to start or 
where to end. It’s not because you as a generation are different, or that you 
don’t understand things. I believe you are still the same as 2000 years ago. If 
you lived 2000 years ago, you would build a nice Gothic building, I am sure. 
Today we have to think more about the society. Where do we want to go 
with our society? What do we maybe have to change? What we can do in our 
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business with our job to change the city? To have an ecological background is 
not too bad when we try to think about space. For example a very thin façade 
doesn’t hold a hundred years, maybe only 20 years. Is that good or bad? So 
you can decide in which way you want to go and then you can ask yourself 
if it is something that helps the society. If you make a roof on a house with 
columns in a way that people can stay under it and they are protected. If you 
are able to do something like that you do something for the society, you take 
the responsibility we have as an architect. You produce a space which you can’t 
sell but you do something for society. I think that everybody can do this if he 
wants it. 

Because I look more to history now, and not to what my colleagues do, I am 
more free in this way. I don’t have too much information, so I am able to focus 
more. Picasso painted a lot of paintings, but he said once he only painted five 
paintings. The rest is copy, copy paste. So he was only able to make five real 
new clear pictures. This is what we should try. To be able to make your own 
five pictures, without copying Kandinsky. Sometimes in the end you think 
you made your own, but you are so focused on what Kandinsky did, you end 
up doing a Kandinsky. Sometimes I draw something and then I think, I know 
that from somewhere. It ends up being not your thing, you have too much 
information, you should in a way restart.  

Before I started architecture I always wanted to be an artist. Then I decided 
to study architecture to earn money. I thought if I would work as an architect 
2 or 3 days a week that I could paint the rest of the week. Before 25, I never 
wanted to be an architect, I only wanted to be an artist. Back then I painted all 
the time, I was not in school, I just did it for myself. I learned to focus on my 
own work , . I learned a lot about the process, I found my own way of making 
a painting.  When I was 27, studying at ETH I started to see that there might 
be a way to use this process in architecture. I thought maybe I could also find 
my own way within architecture. Although I think it is difficult in our society 
to be focused and to find your own way. There is a lot of pressure from the 
society, cost reasons, technical reasons, they tell you to do it the way they did 
it before.  So it makes it more and more difficult for us, as architects to make it 
complete. There you have to be very strong. 

It is our society, we do really stupid things.  We produce atomic bombs, there 
is the IS,  there are a lot of refugees. It’s these things that our society produces 
and the rest is a reaction on it. In the end you can ask yourself, what can you 
do with architecture  against the IS for example? What does it mean If you 
make this a little bit fatter or smaller?  I believe we can create an interesting 
space, where the people feel comfortable. Maybe you can give the persons a 
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positive moment in the city, you give them some inspiration. Maybe you are 
the person who saves the world, I don’t know. I believe it can mean something 
to make a good façade or a good space and you really have to believe in that. 
When I’m  in Venice or Florence I feel stronger, after a week in Florence I feel 
great, so much power, lots of good spaces. 
In Switzerland we have a problem of immigration, not long ago there were 
7 million people, now we go to 8 million or more. And the statistics say that 
next 20 years they will be another extra million. Where will the people be? You 
can make little houses out in the green, resulting in covering the green areas. 
Or you can make a really dense city, where all the people are together and then 
the rest of the green stays intact and protected. With a masterplan for a new 
city next to Zurich we  wanted to find a dense answer for this problem. It’s 
about space, about how you organize it, it’s about responsibility, you can do 
that on each level, even if you talk about the little details. 

So I believe we can do something for our society. I think your generation is 
different, it is much more difficult, because there is much more information, 
but you are also more free. You know way more than your parents knew so 
maybe you are more able to give new answers. I believe there is a big potential 
in your new generation, because you have to do it. During the last 50 years  a 
lot of things went wrong and the cities are not that beautiful anymore. So your 
generation has to change things. I am sure there will be a change, there has to 
be a change. 

Boltshauser, R. (jan 7, 2016), 
interviewed by Claus, N., 

Kamphuis, M. 







A SWISS TRIP

DRAWING ON SPATIAL AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCE





Nina Claus and Moniek Kamphuis
november 2015

Tutors: Jacob Voorthuis, Jan Schevers, Sjef van Hoof

Graduation studio: Masterly apprenticeship
Technical university of Eindhoven

A SWISS TRIP

DRAWING ON SPATIAL AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCE



4



5

1 Boltshauser, R. (2009), 
p.106

a trip to Switzerland

LEARNING BY OBSERVING

After studying the work of Roger Boltshauser, a visit in Switzerland was 
planned. From the 18th of November until the 26th of November 2015, 
we, Nina and Moniek visited several buildings of Boltshauser Architekten. 
We planned several meetings with Boltshauser’s clients to get to know the 
buildings from the perspective of the user. On Sunday the 22th of November, 
we planned a visit to the Rauch House of Bolthsauser in Austria together 
with the employees from Boltshauser Architekten office. During this first 
moment of real life contact with the employees of the office, we were able to 
catch a feeling of the atmosphere within the office and we got invited to pass 
by the office in Zurich a few days later. By visiting the office, we got a better 
understanding in their way of working with models, sketches and the use of 
important inspirations. The last day we visited a lecture of Roger Boltshauser 
at the HTW in Chur. Even though the lecture was in Swiss German, we 
gained some new insights in Boltshauser’s current projects and some of his 
main inspirations: 

“Descriptions and illustrations can never substitute ones experience in space, 
the quality of being in a space. Space has to be understood as an all-around 
expanse that encompasses us, and therefore as a material reality that stands in 
direct relation to our physical being. The concrete and perceptional experience 
of space is indispensable to comprehending the way in which this reality 
touches and surrounds us in its entirety.” 1 

Visiting the buildings and meeting the people gave us new insights in not 
only the works of Boltshauser but also his way of approaching architecture. 
In this book we describe our personal experience, the most notable and 
striking aspects and the things that stuck in our mind and will consciously or 
unconsciously influence us when designing in the future.
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Zurich
Allenmoos day care building
Atelier Boltshauser o�ce
Hirzenbach school extension

Adliswil
Kronenwiese school 
renewal
Kopfholz school building

Lenzburg
Apartment building

Aarau
School building

Sankt Gallen
Rathaus 

Waldegg
Gymnasium hall 

Schlins
Haus Rauch

Fig 1a: Map of Swiss trip
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Top: 
Figure 1 Extension 
Schoolbuilding Gönhard, 
Aarau

Bottom: 
Figure 2 Isometric new 
buildings  embracing the 
inner space
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2,3 Jonathan Müller 
(November 2015) 
school principle Aarau

In Aarau an existing school building is extended by Boltshauser Architekten. 
By placing several new small volumes the composition of the existing complex 
is changed. The new volumes extend the enclosure of the inner space, making 
the inner space feel more defined. 

Loose pavilions, existing out of a concrete roof slab and in two opposite 
corners construction towards the ground, not only add value to the forming of 
the new composition but are also in use as storage. The added volumes on one 
hand act as an extension of the existing building. This happens on the façade 
connecting to the surroundings by a direct connection and continuing of the 
existing plinth. (figure 1) Whereas the buildings towards the embraced inner 
space act as separate volumes by a deep set back at the connection. (figure 2)

The deep set back in the façade occurring at the connection between the old 
building and the new volume is possible because of the thickness of the façade. 
Thick, massive façades seem to be important for Roger Boltshauser. 

This has to do with the plasticity of the buildings. The use of emergency exits 
are placed within the window frames. Integrating these practical elements 
within architectural elements is paid attention to within all of his buildings. 

This is something we can also see in the new auditorium. Which is by 
Jonas Müller, the school principle, seen as the most valuable addition to the 
complex.2 The integrated wall system of mosaic has not only aesthetic reasons 
but also acoustic reasons. The tiles absorb the sound. 

Jonathan Müller, the school principle was very positive about the atmosphere 
of the building. The only thing he could mention as missing, is some colourful 
expression for the children.3 Questions that arise where about the amount 
of space. After ten years the building is in need of a new extension. Did the 
architect communicate and think enough of the amount of space that was 
needed? For example the size of the added volumes seemed rather small and 
cannot contain a whole class. 

Schoolbuilding in Aarau
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Top:
Figure 3 continuing of the 
exsiting building

Bottom:
Figure 4 acting as a lose 
volume  ,emercency exits 
integrated in window 
frames
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Figure 5 left
tiles in the new aula 
building

Figure 6 right
acoustic wall new 
auditorium building 
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Top: 
Figure 7 Rear side 
apartement complex, 
Lenzburg

Bottom left:
Figure 8 Gallery rear side

Bottom right:
Figure 9 Gutter detail
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The apartment building in Lenzburg is one of the most current buildings 
by Roger Boltshausers office, realised in 2014. The concrete lines, running 
horizontally and vertically, define the division of the façades. The horizontal 
concrete lines run continuously along the façades, where the vertical lines 
are interrupted by these horizontal lines. This gives the overall building a 
horizontal expression. The thick concrete roof slab contributes to this overall 
feeling of horizontality. There is almost no roof edge, only a thin strip of 
aluminium is visible above the concrete slab. 

To compare the façades one notices that each façade has its own character. 
The front façade is formal with its strict symmetry and outspoken balcony 
elements, where the rear façade is the opposite with different protruding and 
extruding parts. In the rear façade this leads to an interesting detail in the joint 
of the horizontal and vertical concrete lines. Where the façade is extruding 
into a gallery the vertical columns slightly protrude over the horizontal floors. 

The planes between the concrete lines are filled with square perforated terra 
cotta bricks which are closed with a grey filler. Though sometimes these 
perforations are left open, where a bathroom window or the stairs are placed 
behind. 

The windows are placed deep into the façade, which contributes to the 
feeling of thickness of the wall. The large windows always have a grey vertical 
aluminium door to either the left or right side for ventilation. Also the dark 
brown blinds are integrated in the window frame. The tiles below the window 
as well as around the window are closed terra cotta tiles. This probably has to 
do with the rain, which now can easily slide off. 

The rain gutter at the roof edge ends in a protruding concrete element. Which 
shows the architects ability to work with these elements, instead of hiding 
them.

Apartment building Lenzburg
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Figure 10 House Rauch, 
Schlins
various distances between 
brick strips
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House Rauch is a project that finds its basis in a work relationship between 
Roger Boltshauser and Martin Rauch. Martin Rauch is not only the inhabitant 
of the house and but also a researcher and expert in building with rammed 
earth and therefore constructed the building by his own hands. 

The house not only had to function as a good living space but was also a 
“laboratory-like experiment” of building with earth. As it is the highest 
building realised with only the use of rammed earth. This also showed that 
the house after a couple of years had shrunken by some centimeters. Leaving 
Martin Rauch to alternated the window frames, which were now too large for 
the façade openings.

The house shows how material qualities of a building material can function 
as a guiding theme in a design process. The house is build up by using earth 
treated in various ways. The result of the different treatment processes of earth 
form the basis of the house. Visible not only the walls, exterior and interior, 
but also in the floors and interior elements. 

Strips of clay bricks between the rammed earth emphasize the horizontality, 
and create a feeling of stability. Reading the façade of the building from 
bottom to top, or top to bottom the distance between the brick lines changes 
from larger to smaller to larger again. (figure 10) This has an influence on the 
perception of the human. Making the building seem taller than it is. 

Recessed ventilation parts in the window frames allow one to experience the 
thickness of the facade determined by the use of rammed earth. (figure 10)

House Rauch
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Figure 11 Rauch Haus
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Figure 12 right
horizontal blocks sequence 
versus vertical oval 
movement
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Figure 13 top left
ending oval shape stairs in 
skylight 

Figure 14 bottom left
the curving steel plate 
accentuating movement 
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Figure 15 bathroom, 
Japanese keramic tiles 
Marta Rauch
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Top:
Figure 16
light domes breaking 
with the horizontality, 
accentuating parts of the 
space

Bottom:
Figure 17 accentuating the 
entrance
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Kronenwiese school Adliswil

Approaching the Kronenwiese school in Adliswil one gets 
pulled towards the entrance. By the use of columns as a gate like gesture the 
entrance is accentuated. (figure 17) Continuing to enter the space underneath 
the roof a  feeling of being captured between the concrete roof slab and the 
floor arises. 

Massive light domes break the horizontality of the space. (figure 16) The 
perforations in the domes allow the light to enter the space and accentuate 
areas on the floor. The columns do not only accentuate the entrance but also 
act as space defining elements. The shape of the columns, tapering towards the 
bottom makes one read them from top to bottom, accentuating the heaviness 
of the concrete roof slab. 
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Figure 18 reading column 
top to bottom
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Figure 19 columns as space 
defining elements
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Top:
Figure 20 Floor plan 
school building Adliswil

Bottom:
Figure 21 façades school 
building Adliswil
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School building Adliswil

On approaching the school building it is unclear where the main entrance 
is located. A low fence stands in front of the building, guiding one in at the 
corner. While the building more asks for a frontal approach, where the façade 
turns inward to make place for the entrance that leads to the main hallway. 

The first thing that stands out when observing the building is its form, where 
the volumes are slightly turned regarding each other. These angles continue 
in the materiality of the façade, where the vertical bricks are placed in a saw 
toothed manner. Even the window frames correspond to these small off sets 
of the bricks. The square windows are either aligned or separated by setback 
aluminium doors which can be opened. A teacher mentioned during the visit 
that the form of the school and the fact that the windows itself cannot be 
opened, are not helpful when supervising the children as they play outside. 
She said a child easily leaps out of sight and cannot be called back, as the 
windows are not operable. 

The school has a clear floor plan. One enters in the main hallway which is the 
centre of the building. The four class rooms are connected to the hallway, two 
at both sides. The hallway continuous into the vertical routing of the building, 
where extra functions are located. There is a glass brick wall with a door 
between the two hallways, which feels as a unpleasant boundary. Probably it is 
needed for fire safety. The floor plan is repeated throughout the building.

When entering the building from the playground an interesting detail is 
noticeable where the child is taking into account. The doorknob has two parts 
to push, where the lower part is on child’s height. Although when pushing one 
notices the door is really heavy, so probably it is still hard to open for a small 
child.

The eye for small interventions and details continuous inside. Where part of 
the flooring are made of special tiles, which gives the clean building a more 
playful character. When closely looking at the stairs one notices that on the 
outside the steps are poured around the steel railings while on the inside the 
steel railings are bolted against the concrete steps. Also the angles in the façade 
influence the experience of the interior, which has a playful spatial quality 
when moving through the building.
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Left 
Figure 22 Window frame 
and 
saw toothed brick façade
school building Adliswil

Right:
Figure 23 Doorknob 
school building Adliswil
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Figure 24 Stairs with 
different  connection to steel 
railings school building 
Adliswil
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Figure 25 
Interior stair hallway
school building Adliswil
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Figure 26  Skylight 
casting daylight inside the 
classroom
Allenmoos day care building
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Hidden behind a row of houses the Allenmoos day care building was hard to 
locate. When entering the building one arrives in a long over dimensioned 
corridor where all the rooms are connected to. Because of its size the corridor 
could probably also lend itself as a playing area. The rooms on the left, the 
south facing side of the building, are all interconnected by large sliding doors 
and have a beautiful view towards the playing area outside. 

The most interesting element that plays with the spatial experience of the 
building is the skylight on top of the roof. It runs as a straight line along the 
building, providing daylight inside. Here is where it becomes interesting, as 
the light box at one moment is part of the corridor and the other moment 
is part of the classrooms. This straight line is not at all experienced from the 
interior. 

The intermediate space between being outside and inside feels as a protective 
cover and this open veranda also contributes to a stronger connection with 
the surrounding. Many small solutions are integrated in this open veranda. 
The earth rammed columns are actually hollow and contain storage space for 
playing attributes for children. Also the blinds are integrated in the roof that 
covers the open veranda. 

Regarding the building as a whole its proportion and use of materials create 
an interesting coherence in its image. Looking at both the short sides of the 
buildings. The materialization goes from clinker brick to rammed earth, 
which already defines one division of the façade. The skylight draws a vertical 
direction in the façade and divides the plane of clinker bricks into two uneven 
planes. The third element is the only connection inwards at one side being 
the entrance and at the other side a large window. Looking more closely at 
the rammed earth façade one notices that the distance between the horizontal 
layers of bricks becomes larger going upwards. This gives you the feeling of 
reading the building from bottom to top. Making the bottom of the building 
more heavy and creating the feeling of stretching upwards. At the corners of 
the rammed earth another detail can be noticed. Where the surface of the 
rammed earth is smoother on the South side than on the West side. Is this 
because of erosion due to weather conditions or was this done on purpose? As 
this difference does not occur on the corner of the South side towards the East 
side.

Allenmoos day care building
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Top:
Figure 27 East façade
Allenmoos day care building

Bottom:
Figure 28 West façade
Allenmoos day care building
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Top:
Figure 29 South façade
Allenmoos day care building

Bottom:
Figure 30 Detail texture 
earth rammed corner
Allenmoos day care building
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Top:
Figure 31 Birdeye view plan

Bottom:
Figure 32
gymnasium hall Hirzenbach
reaction of the reading of 
the existing
left Boltshauser building 
right existing building
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School complex Hirzenbach

The two new buildings for the school in Hirzenbach follow the strictly 
orthogonal alignment of the surrounding buildings. The designs are not 
only a reaction on the urban development but are also a result of reading the 
architectural grammar of the existing school building. The concrete grid façade 
of the new buildings pick up the rhythm of the façade of the existing school 
building. The choice of low volumes follow typology of the existing building. 

Not only by reading the existing building and reacting on this, but also by 
including parts of the public space in the design, the buildings give the feeling 
of fitting into their surroundings. (figure 32)

Several details are visually well thought of. The gutter is perforating the 
concrete slabs becoming part of the image of the building. The blinds are 
integrated in the window frames. 

When getting closer towards the facade a bend within the window frames can 
be experienced, which is not experienced on pictures or from a distance. The 
spatial thinking of Roger Boltshauser is visible in small details like this. The 
small bend in the window frames influences the spatial feeling when being 
inside. The small bend makes the space seem a bit bigger and contributes to 
the connection between inside and outside.
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Top:
Figure 33 gymnasium hall 
Hirzenbach public space 
and building reacting on 
each other

Bottom:
Figure 34 significance of the 
entrance in school building
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Top:
Figure 35 detail of the gutter

Bottom:
Figure 36  integrated blinds 
and bend in the window 
frame
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Figure 37  Hirzenbach 
apartment complex
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The apartment complex in Hirzenbach fits rightly in its context where it 
follows the typology of the surrounding buildings. Around the apartment 
complex two little pavilions and the supermarket are also designed by Roger 
Boltshauser in the same materials and style. This attends to the feeling that the 
large building fits in its close surroundings. 

When approaching the building slowly changes as more acceptations become 
visible. The building seems to float above the ground as it is built on columns, 
which every now and then slightly lean sideways. The volume also seems to 
be cut in three different volumes of different sizes. The glass partitions floors 
makes all these volumes seemingly float above each other. 

Closely observing the long façades it becomes clear that the façade openings 
are placed in an irregular pattern. The rule of these openings is not easily 
discovered and makes the observer linger when trying to discover the system. 
As the material of façade is prefabricated concrete elements, one is again more 
convinced of their being a system in stacking these elements that create the 
façade openings. 

The short façades are made up of concrete elements as a frame around linear 
stacked terracotta tiles that are punctured by square windows. These façades 
have different and more closed character than the long façades. The roof, 
again, is made of only a very thin aluminium edge, as if it is not there.

Appartment complex Hirzenbach 
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Top:
Figure 38 Long façade
Hirzenbach apartment 
complex

Bottom:
Figure 39 Short façade
Hirzenbach apartment 
complex
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Figure 40 Pavilion
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Top:
Figure 41 Office Boltshauser 
Architekten , window detail

Bottom:
Figure 42 Office Boltshauser 
Architekten 
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Atelier Boltshauser office

Stephan Schülecke, a colleague of Boltshauser Architekten who worked 
for Neutelings Riedijk in the Netherlands, invited us to visit the office of 
Boltshauser Architekten in Zurich. Upon arriving we went to the basement 
of the building, where several architecture models were standing and pictures 
from an exhibition where hanging. The actual workspace for making models 
shifted to an external location, where they have more space. They built models 
from the volumes 1:500, to detailed models and even 1:1 mock ups.  

The conversation quickly engaged on the topic of Roger Boltshausers theories 
and references. The first thing he brought up was the relief in the façade.
Where Roger travels a lot and brings he inspirations back to the office. Casa di 
Fascio in Como is one of these known references in the office that is used to 
understand the composition of elements in the façade. These design principles 
are often discussed in the design teams and design competition teams. As 
Stephan is working on the new research building ofthe ETH university it was 
that project that we talked about most. Observing the façade of this project 
we talked about the importance of the thickness of the façade, which is an 
recurring theme in the designs of Bolthausers office. He states that there are 
actual two façade surfaces, which creates this thickness. Switching to references 
used in the projects interestingly enough the glass building ‘Maison de Verre’ 
in Paris of Pierre Chareau was used as the main reference building during 
the evolvement of the project. Similarities can be seen in working with glass 
bricks that are placed in steel frames. He also told us that, when detailing, this 
reference project was looked into. A mock up is built at the actual location 
to test different glass bricks and detailing. Although he told us that not many 
alternations were made afterwards. It did really help with choosing the type of 
glass brick.4

Another interesting feature Stephan brought up was the ability of Roger 
Boltshauser to stay close to that what is or used to be. He called it the 
chameleon effect, being innovative but staying close to the source5. Actually 
an interesting phenomenon that we experienced in the office itself. When 
visiting the office we had the feeling that is was a new building designed by 
Roger Boltshauser, although we knew it was a renovation of an old building. 
The actual volume and even most of the façade opening have stayed the same, 
as well as the division of the interior space. With only use of new materials 
in façade covering, windows and roof edge the building underwent a whole 

4,5 Stephan Schülecke 
(November 2015) 
employee Boltshauser 
Architekten
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Figure 43  Façade models 
in the Boltshauser office
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metamorphose, unrecognizable as an renovation. Moving further through the 
office we enter the meeting room in the basement. Large projects have a fixed 
meeting moment each week where Roger Boltshauser tries to join in, where 
the smaller projects make appointments. As this space is in the basement 
daylight enters through shafts along the long wall, immediately being a place 
where material samples and more models are placed. 

We walk upon a model of the ETH project, which shows the building in its 
context. The building is going to be built half into the mountain, because it 
had to follow certain height rules and the value of the ground is too high to 
buy more ground. At that moment they were building a huge dame, which 
will keep the earth from crumbling down. A gap of several meters shall be left 
open in between the dam and the building to provide daylight and fresh air for 
the lower floors.6

Upstairs we enter an intermediate space with a little kitchen block, some tables 
and posters on the wall. Different projects have their own space to work. In 
general employees work on one project at the time. The groups grow and slink 
throughout the project, depending on how many people they need during a 
certain phase. Stephan for instance is already working for the past three years 
on the ETH project. In the ETH team they have one boy being apprentice, 
already working for two years as an technical drawer, now being only 16 years 
old. Something you don’t see in the Netherlands. 

Afterwards we went upstairs, where there are more working spaces. The 
stairways has one rammed earth wall, used often by Roger Boltshauser to show 
and let the client experience the tactile qualities of rammed earth. Against 
other white walls façade models are placed. In the end we ran into Roger 
Boltshauser, who just arrived at the office. A quick dialogue erupted on the 
photographs of the ‘Transformator’ exhibition in Berlin. One of the pictures 
we thought really interesting (figure 45), but could not trace back to one of his 
realised buildings, was actually an idea he had for a long time and visualized 
together with the curator, Philipp Schaerer. The principle working with clay 
and wooden structure, if he ever has the change, he would still like to realise 
something similar. Roger also told us that the curator of this exhibition used to 
be an architecture student of his, when he was student assistant of Peter Märkli 
at the ETH.7 Immediately an interesting insight on how students professor 
relations can evolve into new projects. 

6 Stephan Schülecke 
(November 2015) 
employee Boltshauser 
Architekten

7 Roger Boltshauser 
(November 2015) 
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Figure 44 Interior basement 
windows
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Figure 45 Transformator, 
Wulflingen 
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Figure 46 
Rathaus St Gallen
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Rathaus Sankt Gallen

When walking towards the Rathaus in Sankt Gallen one gets reminded of the 
Chicago buildings of Mies van der Rohe. Steel pilaster strips on the façades 
give the building verticality and gives depth to façades. As the upper volume 
gives a closed feeling the open plinth invites the visitor to enter.  

Cabels are attached with hooks to big rings perforated through the glass 
facade. The cabels of the busses are visible above almost all streets in Sankt 
Gallen, and become part of the overall street image. 

Entering the building the vertical movement of the stairs gets ones attention 
straight away. A very present oval shaped stair connects the different floors of 
the building. The oval shape is accentuated by a steel plate bending around 
the staircase forming the banister. It is noticed that horizontal spaces are often 
block like sequences in Boltshauser’s design. Horizontal and vertical movement 
become two different movements.  

Slightly deviating from round domes allow light to enter the space. Looking 
through the domes one can experience a different part of the building from a 
different perspective.
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Top:
Figure 47  Rathaus St 
Gallen

Bottom:
Figure 48 bus kabels 
attached to façade
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Top:
Figure 49vertical movement

Bottom:
Figure 50 emphasis vertical 
movements with oval shape
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Top:
Figure 51 Rear façade
Gymnasium hall Waldegg

Bottom:
Figure 52 Skylight 
Gymnasium hall Waldegg
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Gymnasium hall Waldegg

The local director of the gymnasium hall welcomed us at the gymnasium hall 
in Waldegg and showed us around the building. A local animal fare was going 
on in the gymnasium hall, he told us that these events happen often as it is one 
of the largest interior spaces in the surrounding area. His experience with the 
building was positive, as it gives a lot of flexible use in spaces in and around 
the building. Although he did experience the building as being too much 
concrete, where he missed the warm atmosphere.8

It is a really moderate building with the gymnasium hall as its main space. 
Here the most interesting part are the skylights where several elements are 
integrated. Not only do the skylights provide extra daylight in the gymnasium 
hall, they also provide ventilation as well as the storage of the partition walls. 

8 Thomas Wyser 
(November 2015) 
director of Gymnasium hall 
Waldegg
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