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Summary.

The difficult living environment and the lack of job 
opportunities in the rural area of Bellinzona caused 
a strong demographic migration towards the towns 
and cities of the valleys. This urbanisation problem 
is a global phenomenon but has a strong affect on the 
badly reachable remote rural communities of the Swiss 
Alps. The inhabitants of these communities lived an 
agricultural life for centuries which did not withstand 
the demands and needs of today. People started to 
migrate to the urban areas in search of life with modern 
comforts. 

This urbanisation problem caused a strong demographic 
decline in the rural villages of Ticino and some of the 
oldest vernacular villages are at the edge of being lost 
and forgotten. This project is about finding solutions for 
a vernacular village with similar problems by the adding 
contemporary architectural interventions. The village in 
this project, Curzútt, used to be the center of activities 
of rural Bellinzona but has changed into a lifeless town 
with little to no users. A local foundation has the goal to 
revitalize this village and thereby preserve a piece of the 
Ticinese building culture. 

This project is about helping the Curzútt foundation in 
achieving their goal by the building of contemporary 
architecture in the vernacular village. The project aims 
to use the knowledge of existing building principles 
to design architecture that fits the place and provides 
solutions for the village on different scales. To do 
so, research has been done one the existing building 
principles of the village which are subsequently 
applied in the designs of the new interventions or 
further developed to contemporary needs. As a result, 
reapplying traditional craftsmanship and the use of local 
resources contributes to a historical continuation of the 
local building culture.

Five different interventions are added to the program 
of the village to increase the lifelines and to establish 
a sustainable local economy. The grotto, a historical 
function for storing and producing local products and 
for the gathering of the local community, is the main 
function of the interventions. With this function, the aim 
is to produce local delicacies in the village, like cheese, 
meat and wine, to make the village attractive for tourists 
and for the local community. Furthermore a sustainable 
heating and water treatment plant has been added for 
the use of local chestnut wood as a energy source. At last, 
an information point and an office for the foundation 
should provide information to visitors about the local 
context. 

The architecture of the new interventions is designed 
with the help of knowledge from existing architecture. 
Each design contributes to the solutions for the problems 
in the village. The architecture of the new interventions 
is designed to meet contemporary needs but with respect 
for the values of the vernacular context. 
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the basic principle of architecture, providing shelter. For 
the continuation of the graduation project, the decision 
was made to dig deeper in the vernacular theme and to 
find out what the essence of architecture really is. 

I learned that to be able to build in the swiss environment 
a lot of local building knowledge is required. This 
is especially the case in the peripheral rural areas 
where the exchange of building knowledge within a 
community became an essential part in the creating of 
a liveable environment. This triggered my interest and 
by analysing the vernacular architecture, the aim was to 
find the principles of building and thereby to unravel the 
valuable knowledge. After that, to use this knowledge 
as a design tool in my own architecture. To act as the 
next building generation, to continue the historical 
building tradition and to develop it to contemporary 
use. In other words, to replace myself in the minds of 
vernacular builders. The way they gained knowledge 
from existing architecture and the knowledge within 
the community. To imagine how they would develop 
existing architecture to current demands. 

This transition between research and design is essential 
in the making of a successful design in unfamiliar 
circumstances. This project originated from a personal 
preference for the existing architecture to be the 
most valuable source on how one should build in a 
specific environment. Which is far from contemporary 
architectural trends but returning to our architectural 
origin and using and respecting the Vernacular values of 
a place

Carlo van der Velde
Eindhoven, July 2016

As a foreign architecture student, designing in an 
unfamiliar environment like the alpine landscape 
of Ticino is the main challenge of this graduation 
project. The making of a successful design in a context 
so different and so far from the conditions in which I 
am used to design is my personal objective. From the 
beginning of this project, one of the main personal 
struggles was the shortage of required knowledge about 
the way a building should be designed in the mountain 
context. The environment of my origin, the Netherlands, 
with which I started to become familiar during my short 
time of experience as a beginning architect shows many 
differences in comparison to the environment in this 
graduation project. 

The Swiss Alps are known for their mountain landscape 
and harsh climates. This combined with the general 
culture differences and the differences in architectural 
culture make this project an interesting challenge 
and a good way to test my abilities before going into 
architecture practice. My personal approach for this 
project is the first step in overcoming the many hurdles 
this project would bring. In the framework of the studio 
with the theme interactions and architectural knowledge 
exchange, the main goal was to use the existing qualities 
of the original rural architecture of Ticino as a source of 
knowledge on building in this environment. In other 
words to use the Vernacular values.

From the M3 research of my graduation project, I 
became interested in the theme of Swiss vernacular 
architecture. Functional architecture build by- and based 
on the needs of the user without aesthetic principles but, 
in my opinion, still good looking. Far from the modern 
glass boxes of the architecture of today. Going back to 

Preface.



14



15

Summary

Preface

Part one. Introduction 
   The alpine urbanisation problem
   Learning from Vernacular values

Part two. Problem statement
    The village of Curzútt
    Problem description
    Case study: Vrin
 
Part three. Method
    Design approach of Caminada
    Design attitude 
    Design method 
    Design goals 

Part four. Research to design
    The grotto as an intervention
    Continuation of the economic trend
    Program
    Reapplying vernacular values
    The mater plan
    The application of building principles 
    The contextual values
 Morphology
 Pedestrian routing
 Floor plans
 Orientation
    The architectural values
 Typology
 The grotto typology
                  The architecture of Curzútt

 Dimensioning
 Structural principle
 Daylight
 Case studies
    The tectonic values
 Drystone walls
 Floors
 Roof principles
 Foundation
 Facade openings
 Balconies/ overhangs
  
Part five. Results
    Combining the vernacular values 
    The contextual results  
  Situation
 Water collection strategy
   The architectural results
 The Water treatment and heating  
 plant 
 The Wine grotto
 The Cheese grotto 
 The Meat grotto
 The Office and information point
  Physical model
  Interior
   The tectonic results
   Details
 Physical model
 
Part six. Conclusion

Sources

Acknowledgements

11

13

17
21
23

25
27
37
39

43
45
53
55
55

57
59
63
67 
71
73
77
79
80
81
82
83
85
87
89
97

101
104
105
107
109
111
113
114
117
119
120

125
125
127
127
127
131
133

145
157
167
177
188 
194
198
200
206

211

215

219

Content.





Part one.

Introduction



18



19Introduction    -

This report is the product of a year long graduation 
project at the University of Technology in Eindhoven. 
The final product of this project, a architectural design, 
began with an individual research conducted in the 
graduation studio Interactions. The studio explored 
the themes of Interaction and knowledge exchange in 
architecture in the context of the southern Swiss 
canton of Ticino. In this phase the theme of vernacular 
architecture was researched and provided insight in the 
original building culture of the rural area of Ticino. 

Bellinzona was chosen as the main context for designing 
a contemporary building in the framework of the studio. 
From this point, in continuation of the research on 
vernacular architecture, the choice was made to focus on 
the rural area of Bellinzona, the village of Curzútt. Curzútt 
is a small village that surfers from a strong demographic 
decline. After visiting this village, the choice was made 
to take the village as a case and to provide solutions for 
the problems by design new architectural interventions. 
The questions arose which functions could revitalize a 
picturesque old village  and how should the architecture 
of the interventions be designed?

The research started with an exploration of the 
urbanisation problem in the Alps which is the main 
cause for a demographic decline of rural areas. Followed 
by a description on the situation in Curzútt and the 
Curzútt foundation which is actively working on the 
revitalization of the village.  The goals of the foundation 
where used as a starting point for the problem statement 
of the village. To provide solutions for these problems 
the interventions of Gion A. Caminada in the village of 
Vrin where used as a case study for developing a design 
method. This design method aims to use  local vernacular 
values as a starting point for design choices. As a result, 
the design approach is about a historical continuation of 
building principles. These building principles have been 
studied and the choice was made on using or developing 

the principles to contemporary standards, as described 
in the part research to design. The study on the building 
principles of the village was divided in three different 
scales, contextual, architectural and tectonic. After the 
description of the usable values the application in the 
designs of the new interventions was described.

This method has lead to the designs of five different 
interventions that provide a combined solution for the 
situation in the village. The use of local craftsmanship 
was in the building of these designs the main the goal 
and is shown in the elaboration of the new interventions 
for the village in the result part. 
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fig. 1.1 Settlements of Ticino 1:300.000
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to towns and cities in the valleys in search for better 
occupations and an easier life.1 2

The Bellinzona region.
The city of Bellinzona is chosen in the studio Interactions 
to be the context of this graduation project. Bellinzona 
is a city in the south of Ticino on the border with 
Italy.  The rural areas around Bellinzona have another 
influential factor which caused the strong demographic 
decline and a variety in local building typology. The 
city is located in one of the main valleys of Switzerland, 
on the border between Switzerland and Italy. For this 
reason, the history of Bellinzona shows a large amount 
of wars and different rulers.2 These factors cause the 
city to have a variety in building typology with Italian 
influences but an attractive place to live for people in 
search for opportunities. (fig. 1.2) This is what happened 
in the situation of vernacular village of Curzútt, on the 
north slopes of the Bellinzona valley. The  situation in 
the village showed little chance on prosperity. This 
in combination with the village being located close to 
Bellinzona, inhabitants choose to move from  the rural 
areas to the urban areas.3

The improvement of the reachability of the remote areas 
partially stopped the massive outflow of inhabitants in 
the mid 20th century. The recent introduction of subsidy 
policy in Switzerland was aiming for creating prosperity 
and wealth in the remote rural areas by the improvement 
of connections between settlements, the stimulation of 
agricultural activities and to open up possibilities for 
new markets like second homes. With this policy many 
foundations where founded with the aim to reach these 
goals on a local scale.3

Nevertheless, the places to far from the new profitable 
connections remained excluded from these possibilities. 
Until today, agriculture is in these places still the main 
and only livelihood and the profitability of these areas 
remains low. In these areas, the landscape is unable to 
produce enough resources to meet the needs for the 
contemporary required standard of living.

The Swiss alpine regions show a variety in architecture. 
In general, the size and type of the alpine settlements 
are related to the type of (mountain) landscape in a 
particular area. In fact, the reachability and location of the 
settlement has influence on the size of the settlement and 
on the typology of the architecture. Next to that, every 
alpine region developed a unique type of architecture, 
which is a response to the specific circumstances. 
Reachability is an ongoing theme in the Swiss 
architecture history. With the difficult landscape of the 
Alps, the reachability by outside influences has influence 
on the settlements. Settlements in the valleys show more 
outside influences in the architecture then settlements 
in the rural mountain areas. The isolation of the rural 
mountain areas requires self sustainability which 
results in architecture mainly developed with influences 
from within the direct context,. This architecture, with 
similarity in type, is often preserved until today. In the 
valley areas, the outside influences on the architecture 
increases. The landscape causes the valley to become 
the traffic ‘’veins’’ for alpine travellers. This coming and 
going of outside influences affected the typology of the 
architecture. The size of the settlements can be related to 
the reachability and the size of the valley in which the 
settlements are located. In general, settlements in the 
main valleys of Switzerland are the largest. (fig 1.1) The 
size of the settlements in the connecting valleys decreases 
and is related to the distance from the main valley. The 
settlements on the connecting mountain slopes are the 
smallest. This relation can be compared to the amount of 
influences on the architecture. The border between rural- 
and urban areas is more visible in comparison to, for 
example the Netherlands, in which the land is flat and 
the location and size of the settlements are more equally 
divided. The reachability of a place in combination with 
the upcoming of modern technology in urban areas, 
are the main reasons for a shift of inhabitants from the 
rural areas to the urban areas of the alpine regions. This 
urbanisation problem is the result of people searching 
for a better future. Inhabitants from the rural alpine 
areas used to live an agricultural life which did not meet 
contemporary needs. With the result, people migrating 

The alpine 

Urbanisation problem.

1. Arnemann, M., & 
Rados, S. A. (2010)
2. Unesco (2000)
3. Bertinelli, C. 
(2013)
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fig. 1.2 Bellinzona city centre (Foreign influences) fig. 1.3 Curzútt village centre (Local building culture)
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 As state by Rudofsky, 

‘‘There is much to learn from architecture before it became an 
expert’s art.’’
                  - Rudofsky 1964

This project aims to be a continuation of this knowledge. 
To reveal the values of the local vernacular architecture 
and to use this to build in the environment with the 
resources of the context. In addition, this project 
aims to further develop the building knowledge to 
contemporary standards. In fact, to use the same design 
method in the use and development of knowledge as the 
vernacular builders. 

Next to that, the use of local building knowledge is a 
method that is of help for the aim to design architecture 
that can realistically be build under local circumstances 
and can fit in the context. At last, research on local 
building principles and  using local building knowledge 
is a method to extend personal building knowledge.

In the situation of Curzútt, no documented descriptions 
with building principles or experienced builders are 
known to be available as a source of information. For 
this reason, the local architecture is analysed on different 
scales with the aim to reveal building knowledge and 
qualities which are used for the design of the new 
architecture. These building principles are used as rules 
for the design process and improved to current standards 
when necessary and possible. This explanation leads to 
the main question of this graduation project:

How can we use principles of the vernacular architecture of 
Curzútt to design architecture that provides the necessities 

for the Curzútt foundation for reaching their goals in 
preserving, restoring, revitalizing the village and providing 

information about the environment?

In order to answer this main question, sub questions are 
formulated. These sub-questions are addressed in the 
rest of the report.

4. Bertinelli, C. 

(2013) 

5. Milan, S. (2014) 

P.20

6. Rudolfsky (1964)

P. 9

Learning from 

Vernacular Values.

The case of  Curzútt
This project takes the village of Curzútt as a case. 
Curzútt is a village which is strongly affected by the 
alpine urbanisation problem. The village is currently  
almost completely deserted after a strong demographic 
decline. With this, a valuable part of the local Ticinese 
rural building culture is at risk of being lost. Curzútt is 
a village which is located on the border of being able to 
profit from the subsidy policy and with the founding of 
the Curzútt foundation a first step is made in revitalizing 
the village. 4  An example of the current interventions is 
the building of the cable track from Monte Carasso to the 
top of the mountain. This increased the reachability and 
created possibilities for the regeneration of the village.5

This project aims to provide solutions for the problems in 
the village by the addition of architectural interventions. 
These interventions aim to be a continuation of the 
strategy of the Curzútt foundation and respond to the 
corresponding goals in revitalizing the village.

The village of Curzútt is a small example in the overall 
urbanization problem in Switzerland. Therefore, the aim 
for this project is to develop a method which can serve 
as an example for interventions in other villages with 
similar problems, in particular villages in the rural area 
of Ticino. 

The second part of the approach for this graduation 
project originated from the outcome of the M3 phase 
of this graduation project. The M3 research was about 
the development of building knowledge within remote 
rural communities. The outcome of this research is 
that building knowledge and craftsmanship is often  
shared and developed within small communities 
and is transferred within the generations of families. 
Furthermore, the knowledge is traditionally kept very 
local,  and often did not spread outside the community. 
For this reason, local building knowledge can be 
considered as a valuable resource  on how to build in 
specific situation and context.





Part two.

Problem 
statement
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Bellinzona

Monte Carasso

Curzútt

Mornera

Cima dell’Uomo

fig. 2.1 Location of Curzútt 1:50.000



27Problem statement   -

the treats of the valley disappeared, by the founding 
of the Swiss federation, the wars around Bellinzona 
stopped. Next to that, the infrastructure in the vallye 
was improved and the treats of flooding where gone. 
The hard agricultural life in the rural areas became 
unattractive by the emergence of job opportunities in 
the urban areas. The urban areas provided benefits as 
roads, running water and a comfortable life. As a result, 
the agglomeration of inhabitants in the valley was more 
attractive than the reality of the mountain life. The 
economic and social changes that occurred after the 
second world war have radically changed the mode of 
use of mountain areas in the entire canton of Ticino. In 
comparison to the centrality of the area for centuries, in 
harmony with the agricultural activity. These sectors 
gradually lost a clear function, a few decades after World 
War II. This meant abandonment and degradation of the 
area.

Despite this, some agricultural activities survived in 
the area around Curzútt, because of the dedication of a 
few professional farmers and local inhabitants. One of 
these farmers is a local shepherd who lives in the pasture 
lands of the mountain. At the beginning of the summer, 
the shepherd brings his animals to the higher part of the 
mountain to graze at the higher pasture lands and for 
the production of cheese and meat. The upper part of the 
mountain, around the village of Mornera, is still used for 
the grazing of sheep, goats and cattle.10

Now, one generation later, partly due to the hectic lives 
in urban areas people start to see the values of their 
original living environment. Currently, the government 
of Monte Carasso is developing a strategy to extend to 
amount of land usable for territorial activities. 

The village of Curzútt is part of a group of ancient 
settlements located around the church of San Barnard 
at an altitude of 600 meters. The rural area belongs 
to the municipality of Monte Carasso and is located 
on the west slope of the Bellinzona valley. Until the 
eightieth century, the village was the focal centre of the 
community of Monte Carasso. Furthermore, the slope is 
part of the mountain chain Cima dell’Uomo which has a 
total altitude of 2390m. (fig. 2.1)

Like many alpine settlements, Curzútt can not be reached 
by car. For this reason, the village is not well known and, 
until recently, rarely visited by tourists. As a result, the 
original character of the village was preserved. (fig. 1.3) 
The recent build of a cable track on the mountain slope 
of Monte Carasso made the village better accessible 
for visitors. The village can be reached in 5 minute by 
cable track from Monte Carasso. The closest road ends 
100 meter below the village which requires a 10 minute 
walk.7

Historical description
In the early days of the community, the biological and 
climatic conditions made the area around Curzútt 
suitable for agricultural activities. These circumstances 
favoured the development of the local community 
which had the highest number of inhabitants between 
the 16th and 18th century. During that time, more 
then 700 residents lived in various small hamlets in 
harmonious relationship with the land and nature. The 
higher rural area above Bellinzona was a harsh place to 
live but provided safety to the treats in the valley. Due 
to the geographical location, Bellinzona was a city of 
war. Living on a higher altitude provided safety against 
floods, malaria, assaults and passing troops.8 9 

After this peak of inhabitants, a period of demographic 
decline started. As described in the introduction, people 
left the rural area to find better lives in the valleys. When 

The vernacular village of  

Curzútt.

7. Pandakovic, D., & 
Klarmann, L. (2014) 
P.32 
8. Milan, S. (2014) 
P.20 
9. Unesco (2000)
10. Bertinelli, C. 
(2013)

Bellinzona
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fig. 2.2 Curzútt in the physical context

Granite Slate stone Chestnut trees
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The interventions of the foundation are aimed at 
preserving the natural aspects of the forest, pasture 
lands and the remains of human activity which are rich 
in history and tradition. The goal of the foundation is 
to preserve the local culture and to raise the awareness 
on the local qualities of the area. As a summary of the 
approach Bertinelli states;

‘’This project will scrupulously respect the historical, natural, 
and scenic values of the land, but with an eye to the future, 
not the past.’’13

An other aspect of the local culture is the harvesting of 
chestnut trees which was for long a feasible economic 
activity. The demographic decline caused this economic 
activity to cease which caused the chestnut forests 
to suffer progressive deterioration. The forests have 
undergone a spontaneous evolution of new wild 
growth. The foundation is working on restoring 100,00 
square meters of forestland for grazing purposes. In this 
area the forest is being cleared and aged chestnut trees 
are being preserved. 

One of the means to reach the goal of raising awareness 
on the qualities of the area is to organize activities for the 
local younger generation. As an example, the foundation 
organizes informative days for schools and groups to 
also trigger the interest of the youth. By the renewal 
of ancient trails, the mountain area is made accessible 
and can be used for these instructional and recreational 
purposes.  

The Curzútt foundation
As seen in many rural areas in Switzerland, local people 
started to be concerned with the preservation of the living 
environment of their ancestors. This was also the case 
for the founder of the Curzútt foundation whose family 
used to live in the area. Since 1998, the foundation is 
working on the rebuilding of the cultural landscape and 
increasing the accessibility for visitors. The foundation 
does this with respect for the original qualities, however 
without nostalgic ideal. Therefore, the aim is not to make 
an open air museum, where time stands still, but a place 
of living.11 The position of the foundation in relation to 
preservation as state by the chairman of the Curzútt 
foundation, Bertinelli; 

“With all due respect for history: museum-like thinking is 
far from us, Curzútt needs new uses in order to survive on a 
longer term’’11

The national government of Switzerland and the 
local government of Monte Carasso have recognised 
the cultural value of the rural area of Curzútt which 
made financial support possible. This increased the 
opportunities for the Curzútt foundation to revitalize the 
village and the surrounding area. Despite that, the aim 
is to not make Curzútt into a museum but a functioning 
village.  In response, the foundation is working on the 
preservation of a vast area of forestland which is suitable 
for grazing with the aim to stimulate agricultural 
activities in the Curzútt area. In addition to that, the 
foundation, in collaboration with local agricultural 
associations and winemakers, want to reconstruct old 
vineyards around Curzútt for the production of local 
wine and thereby the preservation of the local food 
culture. (fig. 2.2)

11. Pandakovic, D., 

D., & Klarmann, L. 

(2014) P.34 

12. Schmeing, S. 

(2015). 

13. Bertinelli, C. 

(2013)
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fig 2.3 Map of the Bellinzona area around 1700
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14. Bertinelli, C. 

(2012). P.6  

15. Bertinelli, C. 

(2012). P.7

16. Pandakovic, D., & 

Klarmann, L. (2014) 

P.35

Social outings and recreation
- Bring back life to the village. 
- Trigger the interest of people to concentrate on the 
rural areas instead of the urban areas. 
- The organization and support of events and cultural, 
social and recreational activities. 
- Creating economic value and job opportunities. 

Infrastructure
- The creation of hiking trails, leisure or other 
infrastructure for cultural, social, educational, tourist 
and recreational use.

Agriculture
- Support of agricultural activities. 

The Forest
- Develop projects of agriculture and forestry to promote 
the use of wood, in particular as an energy source. 

Nature and landscape
- Improve the knowledge of the territory, especially for 
the youth. 

The geology of the mountain causes the area around 
Curzútt to be extremely poor in water resources. Most 
of the melt water from the mountain peaks is diverted 
into a nearby valley. (fig. 2.3) In order to meet the needs 
of the users in the village and to water the vineyards 
above Monte Carasso, the foundation built a watering 
system. Despite this, the amount of water in this area is 
still limited, especially in summer season.14

Furthermore, the foundation renewed the power 
supplies in the area to avoid the pollution by gas 
generators. In relation to that, the foundation promotes 
the use of wood for heating also to unburden the current 
power supply. 

The goals of the foundation
The goals of the foundation are a summary of the 
previous description. The goals can be divided in 
different categories. (fig. 2.4) 15 16 

History, architecture, monuments
-  Re-build and maintain the old village. 
- Contribute to the preservation of local (food)culture. 

History 
Architecture 
Monuments

Agriculture

Infrastructure Nature and 
landscape

The Forest

Social outings 
and recreation

fig. 2.4 The categories of the goals of the Curzútt 
foundation
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fig. 2.5 Field trip Curzut



34

Section A-A

Section B-B

Section C-C

fig. 2.6 Sections of the village

BC

A

A

BC



35Problem statement   -

desirable to reheat dwellings and accelerate the melting 
of snow. Vernacular builders have struggled with these 
extremes of mountain environmental conditions and 
developed building solutions as a response to these 
problems, as described further in this research. (fig. 2.7)

Geography
The village is located on an altitude of 600 meters. This 
is a relatively low altitude in comparison to other rural 
villages in the area. The village is located on a flat or 
slight sloped terrace on the mountain side. The valley 
is located in the south and the mountain slopes on the 
north and east. In the west the flat terrace continues. The 
terrace on which the village is located provides natural 
building ground. The mountain slope around Curzútt 
exists mainly of layers of granite slate stone and earth. 
The layering makes the stone relatively easy to process 
into suitable building material.18 (fig. 2.6/2.8)

Environment
The southern geographical location of Curzútt causes 
the weather to be mild in comparison to the rest of the 
Swiss Alps. The temperatures vary from average high 
temperatures in summer of 28 degrees Celsius to a 
average low temperature of  -3 degrees Celsius. Curzútt 
has an average of 102,8 days of rain and snow per 
year which is less  in comparison to, for example,  the 
Netherlands. Because of the relatively high temperature 
and the low altitude the amount of snow is low in 
comparison to other alpine areas.17

The village is located on the south slope of the Cima 
dell’Uomo, on the north side of the Bellinzona valley. The  
orientation has affects on the environmental conditions in 
the village. An abundance of solar radiation has negative 
effects on the living conditions of the inhabitants, 
predominantly in the summer months. The high altitude 
that causes the air to be ‘‘thinner’’ strengthens this 
effect. As opposed to this, during wintertime sunshine is 

 
17. http://www.
worldweatheronline.
com/bellinzona-
weather-averages/
ch.aspx
18. Bomio, N. (2004).

fig. 2.7 Geography of the Bellinzona valley

fig. 2.8 Geography of the village
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fig. 2.9 Curzútt with vineyard
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How can we use principles of the vernacular architecture of 
Curzútt to design architecture that provides the necessities for 
the Curzútt foundation for reaching their goals in preserving, 
restoring, revitalizing the village and providing information 
about the environment?

In order to answer this main question, sub question are 
formulated. 

How did other architects deal with similar problems in other 
villages?

How can a contemporary building be designed in a 
vernacular context?

What are the principles behind the vernacular architecture of 
Curzútt? 

How are the vernacular principles applied in a contemporary 
design?

How can the building principles be applied in a contemporary 
design?

The coming chapters of this booklet will provide 
answers on these sub questions.

Current interventions
A part of the response of the foundation to the previously 
described goals are the interventions of a hostel, a 
restaurant and a conference centre in the village. The 
construction of the new interventions was completed in 
2006. 

The hostel is located in the centre of the settlement 
of Curzútt and consists of 8 rooms with sleeping 
accommodation for 6 to 8 people, each with a private 
toilet and shower. Next to that, the hostel has a multi 
purpose room that can accommodate up to 60-70 
people and 2 meeting rooms. These rooms are usable 
for seminars and conferences. The hostel is build on the 
leftovers of a former barn.19

The second building, the restaurant, is located on the 
edge the village. The terrace of the restaurant functions 
as the new centre of activities in the village and by this 
the quiet atmosphere of the old centre is preserved. 

This project aims to provide solutions for the goals of the 
Curzútt foundation with a continuation of the current 
interventions. Therefore, the problem description exists 
of finding solutions for the goals of the foundation which 
starts with the main question of this project.

Problem description.

19. Bertinelli, C. 
(2013)
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How did other architects deal with similar 
problems in other villages?
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A common struggle for villages like Vrin is the 
economic choices in regard to tourism while retaining 
it unique culture. Tourism is a reoccurring method 
for stimulating local economy but comes with certain 
disadvantages. Vrin is a village that mostly exists of 
farmers and herdsman and the increase of tourism 
could cause the loss of cultural core values. Besides that, 
tourism provides a less sustainable and stable source of 
income. 21 The interventions of Caminada aim to create 
a local economy by applying existing cultural values 
as a starting point, and to focus on the local market by 
providing a stable economic situation without relying on 
national or global trends. In some circumstances tourism 
could be considered as an option to generate income 
if it fits in the situation of the context.21 When visiting 
Vrin, it became clear that the agricultural life was well 
preserved. The only activities existed of farmers working 
in and around the village.

The first intervention in Vrin was the developing of 
good infrastructure. After that the aim was to restore 
the local economy and meet the needs of the villagers 
by the adding of a municipal house, a multi-purpose 
hall, a morgue, a slaughterhouse with sheds, a bus stop, 
several detached dwellings and a telephone booth. The 
interventions where build with the purpose to make 
the village an attractive place to live and thereby stop 
the decline of the population. The slaughterhouse is 
an example which had positive affects on the local 
economy. With the building of a slaughterhouse, local 
farmers could process and sell the meat of their cattle in 
the village which resulted in maximum profit. Before the 
building of the slaughterhouse the cattle would be sold 
to slaughterhouses in nearby villages which meant less 
profit from their products.22

The work of Caminada in the village of Vrin is used as 
an example to develop an approach to respond to the 
problems of Curzútt. 

The situation in Vrin is not identical to the situation of 
Curzútt but also for Vrin the main problem was a decline 
of inhabitants. With his architectural interventions, 
Caminada managed to revitalize Vrin and stop the 
decline of inhabitants. The interventions in Vrin are an 
example which have been proven to work in practice 
and therefore can be a valuable example for the situation 
in Curzútt.

By analysing the principles behind the work of 
Caminada, a solid choice can be made on how to 
approach this project. The scale of Vrin is different, 
in comparison to Curzútt. Vrin counts a permanent 
population of 240 while Curzútt is only occupied by 
temporary inhabitants. For this reason, for permanent 
users this project directed to the inhabitants of the Monte 
Carasso region, the inhabitants of the villages on the 
west mountain slope of Bellinzona.

Vrin, showed a gradual decline of population like 
many alpine villages. Similar to Curzútt, the people 
of Vrin established a Foundation in order to try and 
preserve their culture and way of life by focusing on 
improvements in the overall planning and architecture 
of the village. This was to prevent the village to fade into 
economic uncertainty which was the main reason for the 
demographic decline. The overall goals of the ‘’Pro Vrin 
Foundation’’ and the ‘’Curzútt foundation’’ are in the 
principle the same. The aim is to revitalize the village by 
restoring the local economy but with the preservation of 
the local culture.20

Case study: Vrin.

20. Schlorhaufer, B. 

(2010)

21. Caminada, G. 

(2015) 

22. Caminada, G. 

(2015).  P.44



40

View of the village Vrin
Bottom right the slaughterhouse with stables

Building on the right, traditional blockbau. Building behind, New strickbau

fig.  2.10 Field trip Vrin
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Possible interventions in Curzútt
Some of the interventions of Caminada in Vrin could 
also work in Curzútt. The aim for Curzútt should be 
providing functions to process and sell local products 
and thereby aim to use the local qualities as a starting 
point for the interventions. For Curzútt the situation is 
different in regard to tourism, no permanent inhabitants 
are present  in the village which makes tourism a logical 
first step to make use of the village. In fact, this is already 
occurring with the interventions of the restaurant, 
hostel and conference centre. The combination between 
interventions that aim to establish a stable local economy 
and interventions for visitors, who are specifically 
interested in the existing qualities of the place, can be 
a good combination as a solution for the goals of the 
village.
 
The approach of Caminada on  the urbanisation 
problem.

Caminada is currently involved in the issues around this 
problem of a decline of inhabitants in the rural areas. 
Based on his experience in Vrin he stated a number of 
recommendations on how to approach this problem in 
the article For a strong periphery of Switzerland: nine theses 
on the design of the cultural landscape which the result of a 
research about this subject at the ETH. 23

The approach of Caminada starts with finding of tools 
which arise from the qualities of the individual locations. 
A competitive element exists between different regions 
and countries on a global and national scale and the 
concentration on the unique qualities would be a way to 
be able to distinguish from the abundance of promising 
areas. 

The outcome of the research is:
Aim for autonomy in the rural areas with the help of the 
unique landscape, culture and history without isolation 
from the urban areas. Despite that, with a clear border 
between the urban- rural areas to clarify and strengthen 
the existing identity and qualities of the rural areas. 
Spatial planning of the rural areas should strengthen 

23. Caminada, G. 
(2015).  P.19
24. Caminada (2004)  
P.23

the autonomy. For example, using the general principles 
of the urban structure of the rural areas in the design 
of new building and positioning the building in a way 
that the outdoor spatial qualities improves. The original 
meaning of mountain agriculture of providing the needs 
for the farmer is proven to be not profitable in current 
circumstances. Local agriculture should broaden its 
scope to outside the community to be able to survive in 
the future. A method for this is that the farmer should 
focus on the needs of others, with the production of local 
high quality products exclusively for the specific local 
environment and circumstances. Focusing on producing 
and selling local products to customers of outside the 
community is a way to make more profit out of products 
then in normal circumstances and would make the 
rural area important and valuable in the region. The 
local qualities like the landscape, the culture and the 
architecture provides the opportunity for tourism. 
The preservation of local culture is important for the 
community to stay valuable for tourism. For this reason, 
standardisation and mass production are treats which 
should be avoided when dealing with the development 
of the rural area. In general, tourists search for an 
authentic landscape and are interested in site specific 
agricultural products and architecture. In addition to 
that, the tourist wants to experience the local lifestyle. 
The community should focus on preserving real cultural 
aspects to not become the ‘‘servants’’ of tourism. 

The principles of the place should form the basis for 
the new architecture. Local architecture was built based 
on constants like climate, topography, the means and 
the history but not with preservation in mind. These 
principles are the authenticity of the architecture. 

Using local materials and craftsmanship usually 
means less material costs but more man hours. This 
system could be more labour intensive then alternative 
materials from outside the community but will provide 
job opportunities for local craftsman.24





Part three.

Design method
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How can a contemporary building be 
designed in a vernacular context?



45Design method   -

architecture of the village with an eye to the future. The 
approach Caminada in architecture is leaving behind 
aesthetic principles and artistic inspirations but aiming 
to the one first principle of vernacular architecture. To 
fulfil a function. He claims that afterwards will come 
quality and beauty which will arise as long as the 
building is meaningful. As he states in an example;

“I cannot persuade a farmer that he should build a beautiful 
cowshed. But if the cowshed works well, then it can be 
beautiful too.’’
                   - Caminada 2007 26

In other words, architecture must meet needs. The 
opportunities for continuity of the identity lies for 
Caminada not in the aesthetics, for example architecture 
that aims to be a representation of the existing buildings, 
but a reiteration of the core principle behind these 
existing buildings. With this he gives new meaning 
to the values of the existing architecture but with a 
contemporary application focused on the future and not 
the past.

“Simple construction is always constrained by its specific 
location and the qualities thereof, yet it also always transcends 
them. The symbiosis of local and foreign factors, of tradition 
and innovation has always meant progress (...) Farmers were 
certainly never inclined to regional or folklorist tendencies. 
That is evident in what they built. The authenticity of their 
architecture derives from other constant features, the climate, 
topography, history and so forth.”
                   - Caminada 2015 27

With this Caminada calls for the pursuit of historical 
continuity as opposed to historicizing.

As a starting point for the development of a suitable 
design method for the overall purpose of this project, the 
design method of Caminada is analysed. The approach 
of Caminada is valuable example of how to design a 
contemporary building in a vernacular context.

The design approach of Caminada
Similar to the aim of this project, the architecture of 
Caminada is in strong relationship with vernacular 
architecture. For Caminada this comes with 
understanding and a feeling of responsibility towards 
traditions and the development of traditions. Caminada 
analyses a traditional building and establishes the basic 
idea behind it. Analyses should show the differences 
from contemporary needs and the core elements that 
cannot be changed. With this approach it is possible 
to further develop within tradition, without designing 
superficial reproductions or picturesque architecture 
but integrating a new form of life within the traditional 
typology.25 As he states;

“In these different places, whether it be Vrin or Appenzell 
villages, certain building traditions have developed over the 
centuries, and it is these traditions that have created the 
images. But the image we see is perhaps not the primary one.
(…) If we learn to understand these images behind the images, 
then we also find out how to think about developing the 
building tradition. Then it is possible to create diversity and 
new things within the tradition” 
                              - Caminada 2007 26

The theme of this approach is ‘’Preservation by design’’, 
meaning keeping their heritage intact but developing 
new methods of building based on vernacular building 
principles with the aim not preserving the existing 
aesthetics but preserving fundamental aspects in the 

A historical continuation of  

Vernacular Values.

25. Schlorhaufer, B. 
(2010). 
26. Caminada, G. 
(2007) P.82
27. Caminada, G. 
(2015)  P.19
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fig. 3.1 Field trip Vrin
Left building, traditional blockbau. Right building, vernacular strickbau.
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28. Schlorhaufer, B. 
(2005)

The value of the approach of Caminada for this project 
is that the architecture is not a radical departure form 
tradition and techniques which have been developed for 
ages. The valuable principles of the existing architecture 
are used as a starting point, improved to contemporary 
standards and applied in the designs of contemporary 
buildings. In this way, Caminada is not aiming for the 
image as a starting point, for the design to fit in a given 
context, but to enhance it and not trying to overpower it. 

The interventions of Caminada, aimed to provide 
employment opportunities and economic benefits in 
the village by using local materials and techniques. For 
this reason, his approach is about finding advantages 
in environmental performance; structure, light and 
heating with solutions deeply grounded in local culture 
and tradition. By the development of local building 
traditions, the vernacular craftsmanship can be valuable 
in the future.28

Building of traditional blockbau



48

fig. 3.2 Field trip Vrin
Strickbau by Caminada

Blockbau in Vrin

Strickbau in Vrin 
(Stiva da morts)

Strickbau in Vrin (Slaughterhouse, 
left/ Telephone booth, right)
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The Strickbau construction system
The statement of Camindada above is the first step 
towards a description of the principle of the Strickbau 
structure which is clear translation of his design 
approach. 

Although, the interventions of Caminada aim to provide 
solutions to the general problems of the village on every 
scale of the building design. Caminada aims to leave 
the good elements of the village untouched because 
the quality is already there. He interferes in the bad 
elements, to occupy them and create quality. Starting 
with the overall plan of functions for the entire village 
to the development of the Strickbau construction system 
which forms the principle of his design and detailing. 
As he states,

29. Caminada, G. 
(2015)  P. 8
30. Caminada, G. 
(2014)  

‘’The identity of the location is reinforced through the reiteration of its construction’’
       - Caminada (2015) 29

“The aspect of my architecture is that I am interested in is the discussion with the local 
tradition. I pose a question to myself what those old architectural systems may give us. 
Where is the substance of those constructions? How can they be transformed for the 
new kinds use to meet the requirements of the present time?”
       - Caminada (2014) 30

The Strickbau construction system can be considered as 
a reflection of the design method of Caminada which 
is architecture where all elements in every scale gain 
a specific significance in solving the general problem. 
Conversely, the system itself is valuable in many 
different scales as a solution to the problems in Vrin. 
Strickbau consists of layers of wooden beams connected 
at the corners to provide stability. Strickbau is a specific 
form of log building and has its own system of rules, 
resulting in specific spatial forms and typologies.
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fig. 3.3 Development of the floor plans

Existing

New



51Design method   -

Development of the existing typology
The evolution of the existing building typology is the 
result of the possibilities and limitations of the building 
system. The building system is commonly applied in 
most of the alpine regions and finds its origin in the 
excessive availability of wood. The main motivations 
for reapplying this system is the continuation of local 
culture, local craftsmanship and the low material costs. 
Furthermore, the use of local labour and materials is a 
fundamental part of regenerating the local economy by 
keeping the investments in the hands of the community 
with the creation of employment.31

The application of existing principles limits the 
possibilities of the development of the existing typology. 
For this reason, the development of the typology is 
forced to respond to the existing rules that come with 
the building system. An example is the development 
of the floor plans of Caminada’s designs. To ensure 
stability, the wooden walls in always contain an T or 
L connection. This principle is applied in the existing 
wooden buildings and is preserved in the new designs. 
Despite this principle, Caminada managed to develop 
the floor plans of his designs to fit the needs for the 
building function without loosing the stability principle. 
The spaces of the buildings developed from squared 
separated spaces into an open space with different 
connecting spaces. As shown in figure 3.3.

To summarize;
The approach of Caminada exists of the following goals:

Historical continuation of vernacular building traditions.
To further develop vernacular building principles with 
the aim not to preserve the existing aesthetics of the 
architecture but the preservation of the fundamental 
aspects of the building culture and architecture to be 
applied in the future. Develop new methods of building 
based on vernacular building principles

Tectonic sequence
To continuous the development of building methods. 
To find new applications for local craftsmanship and 
building materials.

Keeping investments within the community
The use of local- materials, principles and craftsmanship 
to stimulate local economy. The interventions aimed 
to provide employment opportunities and economic 
benefits by using local techniques and materials. Using 
local labour and labour intensive but low material costs. 
Instead of labour effective and high material costs with 
more effective methods. 

Leaving behind aesthetic principles
Quality and beauty will arise as long as the building 
is meaningful. By applying the building principle, the 
building should fit in the context without considering 
aesthetics. Tourism should not mean the loss of the core 
values of the local culture. But as an extra tool besides 
a stable economy in the community. Tourism plays a 
smaller role in the architecture of Caminada. For this 
reason, this goal is not applicable in Curzútt.31. Caminada, G. 

(2015)
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fig. 3.5 Old village centre of Curzútt
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Design attitude for Curzútt
The existing architecture is a product of years of 
evolution and development. Vernacular architecture 
fits its purpose perfectly in the present circumstances 
during the time of building. It is an end product of 
development by the builders in their time, with their 
available materials, technology, functional needs 
and amount of time available for building. Although 
these buildings can be considered as not improvable 
in vernacular circumstances, time changes. In fact, 
when analysing vernacular buildings today, many 
aspects can be improved. This is also the aim for this 
project. For the application of the existing building 
principles in contemporary architecture, development 
to contemporary needs is required. For this reason, 
preservation of the existing architecture is considered 
not a suitable solution but instead, a continuing of the 
building tradition. In history, the demographic decline 
caused the trend of development of building principles to 
stop. This project aims to reactivated this development.

Design motivation 
When analysing existing local architecture, knowledge 
on building in the circumstances of the context can  be 
gained and used for contemporary architecture in the 
same context. This source of knowledge is valuable 
when designing the contemporary buildings in this 
graduation project which would require years of 
research and experience without the applied method to 
meet the needs of the user and to fit in the difficult Swiss 
mountain environment. In this way, as a beginning 
architect, the use the existing collective knowledge of the 
vernacular communities is a method to reach the goal of 
architecture which is suitable for this environment and 
function. Without experience on the local conditions, 
developing such a large amount of knowledge, would 
normally not be reachable by an individual in the 
amount of time of this project. For this reason, analysing 
vernacular architecture is valuable for the design 
process. 

The values of existing architecture should the starting 
point for new architecture. The design method 
corresponds to the method of vernacular builders, 
aiming to improve the living environment. For this 
reason, the design should be a next step in the bigger 
process of improving the village. To further develop the 
existing architecture to make it suitable for today’s needs 
and thereby continue the historical building sequence. 
The project is about respecting the existing aesthetics 
but not necessary preserving it. The current direction of 
the village has proven to be unsuccessful and change is 
needed. 

In contradiction to preservation, the aim is that the core 
principles of the vernacular architecture proceeds, the 
values, and not the result of this principles which have 
been a result of the conditions in different circumstances. 
To apply these values in a contemporary framework. In 
contradiction to the approach of Caminada, this project 
uses the aesthetic qualities of the context to design 
buildings that fit in the existing context. Caminada 
claims that his architecture is meant to be a result of 
functionality. In this project, the aesthetic quality of the 
context is used as a source of inspiration and the designs 
of the buildings are a product of personal aesthetic 
preferences. However, with the main goal to make the 
building fit in the context and to be attractive for visitors. 
For this project, aesthetics and the response of the 
interventions to the different functional needs is valuable 
to attract visitors to the different buildings. The aim for 
tourism is bigger in this project and the architecture is 
more influenced by it. In the design approach of this 
project, being conservative in relation to the existing 
aesthetics of the village would not correspond to the real 
course of events. History has proven that preservation 
is not going to help this village and the recent problems 
suggest that a renewal of the existing qualities is the only 
solution for changing the current direction of the village. 
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Research 
Analysis of 

valuable Building 
Principles

Application
in the designs of the 
new interventions 

Use

Design 
solutions

Improve

Functional 
needs

to contemporary
needs

according to the 
rules of the principle

Programmatic 
 Aesthetic 

Using knowledge of 
vernacular architecture

Contextual Values
Architectural Values

Tectonic Values

fig. 3.6 The design method
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Design goals:
To create architecture that fits in the context 
aesthetically and by continuation of the building 
tradition. 

To use the vernacular values of the context as a source 
of knowledge and as a starting point for designing 
buildings in an unknown environment. 

A historic continuity of local craftsmanship and 
building tradition. To be applied in a contemporary 
way to remain valuable for the future. 

To gain more control during the building process, to 
limit improvisation and to build the design as planned.
 
Design steps:
The transition between research and design is done by 
three steps;
- Analysis valuable building principles
- Using or developing of the building principles 
- Application of the principles in the designs.
As shown in figure 3.6.

Design method
The design method of this project is best described by 
using one of the goals of the Curzútt foundation;

‘’This project will respect the historical, natural, and scenic 
values of the land, but with an eye to the future, not the past.’’

A similar design method, to the method of Caminada, 
is conducted in this project. The starting point for the 
designs are the principles in the vernacular architecture 
of the context. By analysing the basic idea of the 
buildings on different scales, these values can be found. 
Subsequently, the choice can be made to use these values 
untouched or to improve before application in the 
contemporary buildings. In this way the Values and ages 
of development of knowledge in the traditional typology 
is used, preserved and be given a new meaning in the 
design with the goal to continuous tradition and culture. 
As a result, reapplying the principles of the existing 
architecture causes the preservation of local knowledge, 
building culture and stimulation local economy by using 
local techniques, materials and craftsmanship.

To summarize:
Architecture based on the values of existing building 
principles:
- Using the typology and building principles as a 
starting point for the designs.
- Develop the typology and building principles to 
contemporary- and functional needs (use of case 
studies).
- Adjust the typology and building principles of 
dwellings to fit the public functions.
- Using the aesthetic qualities of the village and make 
the architecture approachable for tourism.





Part four.

Research to Design
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fig. 4.1 Local community gathering around Grotto di Cama (1940) 
(author unknown)
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The Ticino landscape proved to have plenty of 
opportunities to create underground spaces. Over many 
years, landslides and water flows revealed natural 
elements, as big boulders, suitable as a base for digging 
the Grottoes. Gaps in the Grotto walls guaranteed a 
direct flow of fresh mountain air to cool the cellars. 

The different products, stored in the Grottoes, required 
different spatial characteristic to ensure the best 
circumstance for preservation. For example, milk 
requires a fresh but wet basement. Cheese and meat, 
on the other hand, are best to be store in a cool but dry 
place. Wine requires a shady, slightly damp space with 
a circulation of fresh air. In most cases the temperature 
of all of the Grottoes never rises above 6 or 7 degrees.34

The storage spaces of the grottoes are often combined 
with additional rooms sometimes equipped with 
fireplaces. These rooms functioned as a buffer zone 
between the cave and the outside influences. Other 
functions, like the processing of cheese, sausage and 
wine, where usually done in these spaces before being 
stored in the Grotto. As described in the M3 research 
on the Walser communities, the space of the Grotto 
with the fireplace functioned as the living room of the 
community. In this space, the community came together 
to interact, exchange ideas and stories. In this way, the 
Grotto functioned as a vernacular community centre. 

“Here you sell good wine and hold lessons of humanity.” 35

This sentence, written on the wall of a grotto in 1781 
sums up the social function of this type of building.

The Grotto is a vernacular function which is frequently 
occurring in Ticino. It is suitable as an functional 
intervention in Curzútt because it can provide solutions 
for a variety of problems.

In early times, especially in the remote rural areas, 
people produced almost all their food products by 
themselves or within a community. The production of 
their food was mainly affected by the different seasons. 
In the harsh climate of the Swiss mountain regions, 
most of the food was produced in summer and had to 
last for months. In the twentieth century technological 
developments changed the production and preservation 
of food products dramatically. Until then, people where 
forced to use a variety of primitive methods with  natural 
resources, to preserve, cool and dry their food products 
at low temperatures to be able to have enough resources 
during all seasons. The Grotto is one of these vernacular 
solutions and is in use for thousands of years in the Ticino 
region. It is a type of vernacular architecture which was 
essential for a community to survive. The Grotto is the 
result of many years of knowledge development of the 
mountain communities, motivated by their search for 
means to store and keep their goods fresh. The Grotto 
is an underground room which functions as a natural 
refrigerator to store goods as; milk, wine, cheese or 
meat. These underground spaces were usually dug 
under farmhouses or other buildings.32 Next to that, 
independent grottoes are abundantly present in the rural 
areas of the Ticino region. The use of natural ventilation 
was used for the creation of a suitable climate for the 
preservation of the products but caused fluctuations in 
temperature and humidity. This had negative effects on 
for example, the ripening of cheese and the conservation 
of wine which require a constant micro climate in the 
Grotto. This occasionally lead to the failure and loss of a 
whole season amount of products.33

The Grotto 
as an intervention.

32. Bisagni, G., & 
Brocchi, B. (1983) 
P.13 
33.Donati, B. (2004), 
P.134
34. Bianconi, G. 
(z.j.).
35.  Scaramellini, G. 
(1993) P.102
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Wine Meat Cheese 

Fig. 4.2 Production process grotto products

Humidity: 95%
Temperature: 8-10 °c
Storage time: 2 months - 2 years
Amount of daylight: not relevant
Air: Fresh

Humidity: 70-75%
Temperature: 9-14 °c
Storage time: 3-5 weeks
Amount of daylight: not relevant
Air: Fresh

Humidity: 75%
Temperature: 10-15 °c
Storage time: 1-7 weeks
Amount of daylight: limited
Air: Strong flow

Ripening and maturingCuring and drying

Storing

Collecting the milkArriving of the cattleHarvesting the grapes

Culturing, coagulation and drainingCrushing, pressing and fermentation Slaughter, meat processing

Filtration, bottling and ageing
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The cellars are usually dug as deep as possible to create 
the most suitable micro climate for refrigeration. When 
the Grotto is not covered by a building, the entrance 
usually exists of a covered trench or a tunnel to act as 
a sunroof and thereby to ensure shade and coolness at 
the entrance of the underground space while avoiding 
excessive humidity and water entry. In some cases, the 
tunnel is artificially and made by placing stone slabs on 
the trench walls when the natural situation requires. 
Occasionally, big trees are placed to cover the entrance 
of the tunnel as an additional protection against sunlight, 
to prevent the front wall from increasing in temperature. 
Next to that, to prevent the entry of animals and 
preserve the micro climate in the Grotto, small cracks 
between the stones of the front wall are often carefully 
filled with lime which was locally produced. Flooding 
is a general risk for underground spaces, even when 
located on higher grounds. As seen in some examples, 
when detailed wrong, grottoes tend to flood occasionally 
resulting in the loss of the stored products or in the 
rotting of the wooden structure. To prevent this from 
happening, the entrances of the Grottoes are usually 
build with the focus on the drainage of water away 
from the entrance. Examples show that some Grottoes 
are protected with a small canopy above the entrance to 
prevent groundwater to enter the underground space. 
The entrances of the Grotto should be as small as possible 
to prevent the influence on the inside climate as much as 
possible. On the other hand, this is a big disadvantage 
for the flexibility of the bringing in of goods.

Wine and meat Grottoes
The use of openings in the back walls where especially 
necessary for wine and meat grottoes which require a 
circulation of fresh air. Natural cracks in the cellar walls, 
called fiadairö, where left open and were sometimes 
slightly modified.36  In combination with openings in the 
front façade of the Grottoes a circulation of fresh air was 
guaranteed. Grottoes with multiple rooms, as shown in 
the grotto typology, require a network of openings to 
create airflow through the different spaces. As a result, 
the temperatures range from 0 to 5 degrees Celsius in 
winter to 10 to 15 degrees Celsius in summer which are 
favourable conditions for the preservation of wine with 
a low alcohol content.37

The human interventions carried out in the interior of 
the wine Grottoes are usually sturdy, wood or stone, 
supports on which the wine barrels where stored. The 

cellars were equipped with just the necessary elements 
for the preservation of wine. Equipment for the 
cultivation of the vine, the grape and wine-making were 
place in other spaces. The wine barrels were stored on 
walls raised from the ground to ease the operation of the 
tap.

Meat grottoes require wooden structures to be able to 
hang meat. Between the hanging meat, enough space 
should be ensured for the flow of dry air.

Cheese Grottoes
The storage and preservation of cheese products requires 
the most specific spatial characteristics of all the goods 
stored in the Grotto. The inside space must be protected 
from heat, wind flow, animals and filth. The space should 
not be to wet which will prevent the natural perspiration 
of the cheese. In contradiction to that, the space should 
also not be to dry which will result in drying, cracks, 
sheets and worms in the cheese. In opposite to the wine 
Grottoes, wind flow is a disadvantage for the ripping 
process. On the other hand, a cool temperature is 
vital which makes it a difficult micro climate to create, 
especially in early times. Despite this, cheese cellars are 
very similar in the morphological characteristics and 
construction to wine cellars but different in regards to 
the influence of environmental conditions.38

The interior interventions of the cheese Grottoes exist of 
a wooden structure for the storing of the cheese, usually 
at the centre and isolated from the exterior walls to 
prevent the onslaught of rodents.

In all grottoes, the most important human interventions, 
beyond the excavation of the soil underneath and 
around stone boulders, consists of stairs and corridor 
that provide access to the underground spaces, solid 
flooring, additions to the inside structure to prevent the 
space from collapsing and the placement of solid doors.38 
The floors of Grottoes are mostly simply levelled, formed 
from earth or stone. Frequently occurring is pavement of 
stone slabs, sometimes limited tot the surface of a path 
of workplace, for example in Grottoes with running 
water on the floor. The self supporting stone structure of 
most of the Grottoes can sometimes be extended with a 
structure of wood columns and beams. This is frequently 
occurring when the roof or ceiling is artificially made of 
stacked slate stones. 

36. Donati, B. (2004) 
P.138
37. Almanaco 1874, 
P. 58
38. Donati, B. (2004) 
P.145
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The sequence of the economic situation in Curzútt and 
the future perspective;

Individual Farmers
The individual farmer family was self-sufficient and 
produced the necessities for their basic needs themselves. 
Building their own shelters with common sense. 

Rural community
The rural community survived by combining local 
knowledge. Trading within the community. Developing 
building techniques and craftsmanship within the 
community. Building shelters with the whole community 
using local resources and knowledge.

Temporary visitors
In the period between the peak of inhabitants before 
the demographic decline and the establishment of the 
foundation. The village existed of only a small amount of 
temporary visitors and was heading towards the almost 
complete extinction of activity and use of the village. 

Continuation of the vernacular economic 
trend
The aim of the strategy is to use local knowledge 
and resources with the goal to keep the investments 
local. This strategy is a continuation of the vernacular 
economic situation in rural communities, as described 
in the design method. The reapplying of this strategy 
in this project is because of a variety of reasons, the 
continuation of local culture, the stimulation of local 
craftsmanship and use of local building materials, the 
use of local knowledge and keeping investments local. 

As described in this chapter, the current economic 
situation in Curzútt is different from the goal in this 
project. 

fig. 4.3 The use of knowledge and resources on a local and global scale

<2006

Self-sufficient

Combined knowledge
Local economy
Local craftsmanship
Local materials
Local resources

Merchants; Sell abundant 
goods, buy outside 
specialities.

Completely 
relying on outside 
resources

Individual Farmers Rural community Temporary 
Inhabitants
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Current situation
Income is only generated by tourism and governmental 
fundings. The local economy is strongly dependent on 
the holiday seasons. Local craftsmanship and building 
materials are ignored by the application of a entirely 
new building method. Investments end up outside the 
community.

Future perspective
To return to a self-sufficient community with a 
sustainable local economy not depending on income 
from outside. Profit from the upcoming market for local 
specialities. To keep the investments in the community 
by using local labour, low building costs and local 
craftsmanship. Thereby, the preservation of the local 
culture and a stable local economy.

With this strategy, the aim is for the interventions to 
have added value for both the local community and for 
visitors. 

Local

Global

>2016

Local knowledge
Local economy
Local craftsmanship
Local materials
Local resources

Buy global specialities.

Subsidy 
Selling local 
specialities

Tourism
Tourism

Building
knowledge

Building
materials 
and goods

Craftsmanship

Current situation Future perspective
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fig. 4.4 Strategy on increasing the amount of users 
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fig. 4.5 The local community of Monte Carasso gathers in Curzútt 
during the opening of the restaurant and hostel. 

Bringing back life to the village
One of the goals of the foundation is to bring back life 
into the village. In the current situation, one of the 
problems is that the amount of user in the village is 
unstable throughout the year. Tourism is influenced by 
the different popular seasons of the year which causes 
fluctuations in the amount of users. To overcome this 
problem, the choice for the functions of the interventions 
are based on the goal to create a sustainable amount of 
permanent users and thereby a sustainable economy 
throughout  every seasons with peeks of temporary visitors 
during tourism seasons. For ensuring a stable amount 
of permanent and regular users the aim is to provide 
functions and employment opportunities for the Monte  
Carasso opportunity. The aim is to make Curzútt a 
gathering place for the local community, as shown 
on the images above. Curzútt could be a place for the 
community to spend their free time with the organization 
of local events like markets, festivals or community 
meetings. With this, the village original purpose is 
restored. A gathering place for the local community. By 
this, the village does not become a open air museum for 
tourists only.
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The following case studies are used to define the space 
sizes;
 
Meat grotto;
Slaughter house Vrin, Gion A. Caminada, 1999

Cheese grotto;
Sennaria Surselva, Disentis, Gion A. Caminada, 2011
Graduation project: A part of the world, Hayato 
Mizutani, 2013

Wine grotto;
Graduation project: Wein + architektur das tessiner 
bergdorf Brontallo, Stella Rados, 2010
Bell-lloc Winery, RCR Arquitectes, 2007
Medhurst Winery, Folk Architects, 2013

Water treatment/ Heating plant;
Graduation project: A part of the world, Hayato 
Mizutani, 2013
Biomasse Heizwerk Lermoos, Leitungsbau, 2010
Biomasse Heizwerk Zug, Herman Kaufmann ZT, 2007

Infromation/ Office;
Toeristisch informatie punt, Bakkeveen, Architect 
unknown, 1818

Program
The overview of the program of demands is a result 
of the analysis of case studies in combination with the 
demands of the specific situation of Curzútt. In the 
diagram, the common size of interior spaces, 5x5 m, of 
the village is used to make an indication for the required 
needed space for each function. (fig. 4.6) The reason 
for this, originates from the goal to apply the existing 
construction system and building principle. The  limits 
for this building principle have affects on the size of 
the spaces in the new architecture and thereby have 
influence on the program of demands. The program is 
later used to organize the spaces in the design phase. 
The spaces in the program of demands do not include 
technical spaces and sanitary spaces. 

Case studies where used as a guideline for the program 
of demands. For the selection of the case studies, the 
aim was to use case studies with a similar purpose as 
the overall goal of this project. For this reason, the work 
of Caminada is frequently used as an example. Next to 
that, the research on grottoes, in the next chapter, had 
influence on the program. The case studies are also used 
as an example for the spatial organisation of the different 
functions.
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Situation before 2006
Before the current interventions where added by the 
Curzútt foundation, the village existed of ruins and 
dwellings that served as holiday homes for temporary 
visitors. The activities in the village where limited to 
the visiting of hikers and local farmers. The village was 
difficult to reach before the cable track was build which 
limited the amount of visitors. 

Dwelling

Ruin

Dwelling

Ruin

Conference centre

Restaurant

Hostel

Dwelling

Ruin
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Dwelling

Hostel

Restaurant

Conference center

Ruin

Conference centre

Restaurant

Hostel

Dwelling

Ruin

Current situation
The interventions by the foundation increased the 
amount of temporary users. The cable track provided a 
convenient way to access the village which increased the 
amount of temporary visitors. The interventions provide 
facilities for temporary visitors and job opportunities. 
Two of the old ruins are rebuild by the foundation and 
changed into the hostel and restaurant. With this, the 
centre of activities shifted to the edge of the village, at 
the location of the restaurant. With the exception of the 
employees of the interventions, the village is currently 
mainly used by temporary visitors. 

Conference centre

Restaurant

Hostel

Dwelling

Ruin
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social and recreational activities. (Use the grottoes as a 
place to meet for the local community and visitors.)
- Creating economic value and job opportunities. 
(All interventions provide job opportunities.)
 
Infrastructure
- The creation of hiking trails, leisure or other 
infrastructure for cultural, social, educational, touristic 
and recreational use. (In addition to this goal the project 
aims to make the current infrastructure suitable for 
water collection. In addition to the current water source 
the project aims to collect rainwater in the village. To be 
processed in a water treatment plant. To unburden the 
current water supply.)

Agriculture
- Support of agricultural activities. (The adding of 
Grottoes to process and sell agricultural products.)

The Forest
- Develop projects of agriculture and forestry to promote 
the use of wood, in particular as an energy source. 
(The use of local chestnut wood for the building of the 
interventions. The addition of a biomass heating plant.)

Nature and landscape
- Improve the knowledge of the territory, especially for 
the youth. (The addition of an information point and 
office for the foundation.)

The choice for the interventions in this project respond 
to the current situation in Curzútt and the variety of 
the goals of the Curzútt foundation.  Furthermore, the 
choice for the interventions in this project are chosen 
with the information of the previously described case 
study research on Caminada in Vrin. Also, the subject 
of the studio, knowledge exchange, was of influence on 
the functions and the architecture of the interventions.

The main interventions the adding of a cheese grotto, 
a  meat grotto and a wine grotto to the program of the 
village which respond to a variety of problems in the 
village. 

The goals of the foundation and the response of this 
project:

History, architecture, monuments
-  Re-build and maintain the old village. 
- Contribute to the preservation of local (food)culture. 
(Building with local vernacular principles and the 
serving of dishes with local delicacies from the grottoes 
in the existing restaurant. )

Social outings and recreation
- Bring back life to the village. 
- Trigger the interest of people to concentrate on the 
rural areas instead of the urban areas. (Attract people to 
the village by the different interventions and increase the 
amount of regular users.)
- The organization and support of events and cultural, 

Reapplying vernacular values in

the Interventions.

* Diagram inspired by 
Master thesis TU/e: 
Wat de pot schaft 
(2012)
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Restaurant area

Old village centre

fig. 4.8 Current situation



73Research to design  -

At last, the water treatment and heating plant is located 
at the lowest point of the village, at a horizontal plain 
on the east. By this, rainwater of all the buildings in the 
village can flow naturally to this point and be processed 
by for purification of heating. 

The implementation of the previously described 
interventions in the village starts with the design of a 
master plan. The master plan is the result of a strategy 
to improve the situation in the village on a urban scale. 
The motivation of specific choices in the master plan is 
described in the chapter ‘‘The Contextual values’’ which 
explains aspects of the current situation of the village 
and the application of these aspects in the designs of the 
interventions. 

The main goals for the master plan.
- Bring back life to the village
- Establish a local economy
- Provide information/ education about the local context
- Provide different functions for leisure 
- Encourage multifunctional use of the village 

The physical goals for the master plan.
- Restore the urban tissue.
- Reconnect the different parts of the village tissue to 
  a whole.

Interventions.
The interventions of the master plan are divided 
in different themes. Leisure, gate to the mountain 
environment for visitors. The restaurant, cafe and 
hostel as a possibility for temporary stay. Economical, 
grottoes and shop with local products. As a central place 
for agricultural activities in the region. Educational, 
different functions combined with public observation 
routes. Information provided by the foundation to 
different audiences in the information point. Business, 
Conference spaces as a possibility for business meetings 
in a quite rural environment. Living, improvement of 
the basic needs for the current inhabitants. Heating and 
water and available productions in the grotto stores. 
Preservation and restoring, Restoring the environment, 
chestnut trees and agricultural elements. Preservation 
of the existing qualities. Community, multifunctional 
outdoor spaces as a meeting place for locals of Monte 
Carasso for different events, markets, festivals, 
communal meetings. A place for inhabitants and visitors 
to gather.

The master plan
The master plan aims to respond to the existing urban 
qualities of the village, by enhancing the existing 
qualities. Two aspects are considered as valuable in 
the urban strategy for Curzútt, the current direction of 
the interventions by the foundation and the existing 
atmosphere in the village. 

The village is divided in two atmospheric extremes, 
the quiet old centre and the lively area around the new 
restaurant. At first, the atmosphere in the old centre is 
caused by the surrounding dwellings. An exception to 
this is the hostel. Despite being a public function, this 
intervention does not affect the quiet atmosphere. The 
main reason for the quietness in the village centre is that 
inhabitants stay in their buildings or go out with a goal 
but do not gather on the old square of the village. Next 
to that, one of the buildings on the central square still 
in ruins. Although it seems obvious to find a solution 
for the problem in the existing centre, this is not the best 
solution for solving the problems in the village. One 
of the reasons for people to visit the village is because 
of this quiet atmosphere. For this reason, the aim is to 
preserve this quiet atmosphere by shifting the main area 
of activities to the place of the restaurant on the edge of 
the village. Despite this, the ruin on the old square could 
provide an opportunity to be rebuild into a dwelling 
without affecting the existing atmosphere. 

Second, the current centre of activities in the village take 
place around the restaurant. Similar to the vernacular 
function of the grotto, the restaurant functions as a 
meeting point for temporary visitors of the village. 
Furthermore, the field around the restaurant on the west 
side of the village is used for public activities. This field 
acts as a place were visitors rest and gather. For example, 
hikers and visiting groups. The first intervention of this 
project is to create a cluster of buildings positioned 
around the exist restaurant. Thereby, use and enhance 
the quality of the place as a centre of activities. In this 
way the existing atmosphere of the village centre is 
preserved and new functions are added on the edge of 
the village. 

In the strategy, the meat and cheese grottoes, are 
positioned around the restaurant the create a small 
square as a place for gathering and communal activity. 
Second, the wine grotto is located at the beginning of 
the vine yard, with the main goal to make the vineyard 
publicly accessible. Third, the foundation office and 
information point are located at the entrance of the 
village to act as a first stop for visitors of the area.fig. 4.8 Current situation



74

Meat Grotto

Square

Cheese Grotto

Office 
Information 

Hostel

Heating plant
Water treatment

Restaurant

Wine GrottoConference centre

fig. 4.9 The master plan
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As a response to the availability of cattle in the 
surroundings of the village a grotto to produce meat 
products and a grotto to produce cheese is added to the 
programs of the village. The meat and cheese grottoes 
are located around the restaurant to create a square. This 
area will be the centre of activities in the master plan. 
The stores of the grottoes will be aimed towards the 
square which will, with the existing restaurant, result 
in an area with public activity. Next to that, the square 
could function as an outside meeting place for the local 
community to increase the amount of users, as described 
in the strategy.

At last, a wine grotto is added to respond to the 
availability of vineyards in the surroundings and to 
respond to the goals of the foundation. The wine grotto 
is located at the foot of the vineyard which increases 
the accessibility of the vineyard from the village. This 
provides the opportunity to let groups visit vineyard 
under guidance of the foundation. 
 
Phase 3:
The last phase aims to respond to the shortage of 
water in the area. A water treatment plant is added to 
collect water from the roofs of the village and from the 
mountain which can be used after purification. For this 
reason, the water treatment  plant is located at the lowest 
point of the village. The water treatment is combined 
with a biomass heating plant for the burning of chestnut 
wood which will provide heating for the whole village. 
These systems can be combined because they both make 
use of a water circulation system. The heating plant 
responds to goal of the foundation to promote the use of 
wood for heating.

The master plan exists of three main phases .

Phase 1:
The first phase exists of the continuation of the current 
direction of revitalizing the village, which is started by 
the Curzútt foundation. The current interventions aim to 
provide facilities for temporary visitors, mainly tourists.

For this the Curzútt foundation build in 2006 the 
following interventions;
- Hostel
- Conference centre
- Restaurant

In this master plan, the goal for the restaurant to serve 
dishes of local products which are produced in the 
grottoes and surrounding settlements.

As an addition to this phase a building is added to 
accommodate the Curzútt foundation. The building 
will provide an office space, an information point and 
exhibition spaces. The aim is that the build will function 
as a starting point for visitors of the area, like hikers, 
visitors of the village and groups. For this reason the 
building is located at the entrance of the village. 

Phase 2:
The second phase aims to restore a sustainable economy. 
This is done by the adding of the three grottoes which 
each produce and sell specific local products. With the 
adding of the grottoes the amount of permanent users 
will increase. Next to that, the grottoes are partially 
publicly accessible and provide a way to observe the 
production process which correspond to the goals of the 
foundation. 
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What are the principles behind the vernacular 
architecture of Curzútt?

How can these principles be applied in a 
contemporary design?
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Overview of the existing building principles as described 
in this chapter`;
The contextual values:
- Morphology
- Floor plans
- Orientation
- Position the largest façades to the south. 
- Routing 

The architectonic values:
- Typology
- Roof angles
- Space sizes
- Space ratio
- Building height 
- Building layers
- Structural principle
- Spatial organisation
- Daylight
- Façade  openings on the south side.
- Case studies for functional needs.

The tectonic values:
- Using gravity for building
- Terracing with drystone
- Drystone walls
- Floors
- Roof Principle
- Wood structures (roof)
- Foundation
- Façade openings 
- Vertical transportation/ movement
- Balconies/ overhangs

The next step towards a design is to zoom in on the 
building principles of the vernacular architecture of 
Curzútt and to apply these in the new architecture. 
The descriptions in this chapter will provide for each 
building principle answers on two questions:

What are the principles behind the vernacular architecture 
of Curzútt? and How can these principles be applied in a 
contemporary design? 

The building principles are divided in three scales. For 
each principle the general purpose and the application 
in the designs of the new intervention is described. 

The development of the building principles is the result 
of the following goals:
- Preserve the building principle and local craftsmanship:
- Finding the limits of development possibilities of the 
building principles.
- Building solutions within the possibilities of local 
craftsmanship.
- To develop the typology and building principles to 
contemporary- and functional needs.
- The development of the dwelling typology to public 
functions.

The application of  valuable vernacular 
Building principles.
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fig. 4.10 View to Bellinzona from the village
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The Contextual values.

The research on the contextual values is used for 
design decisions on an urban scale. The analyses of the 
principles of the village on an urban scale are used as a 
guideline for the designs instead of the development of 
the principle.

fig. 4.11 Physical model of the village
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Application
The scale of the existing elements in the village 
are used as a guideline for the master plan and the 
general scale of the interventions. Next to that, the  
morphology is used for to position the elements in 
the master plan.

Morphology
The buildings of the village are located around 
a central area. Next to that, on the edge of this 
cluster of buildings separated buildings are 
located. Because of the number of inhabitants in 
history, it is plausible that the village used to be 
larger. Detailed information on this is not found.
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Application
The routing in the village is used for the overall 
positioning of the interventions in the master plan. Next 
to that, the routing is used for the design decisions of the 
individual buildings. 

Pedestrian routing
The village exists of different paths with a different 
frequency of use. There is no main route thought the 
village and the village can be reached by pedestrians 
only. The purpose of the paths is for pedestrians to reach 
their destination in and around the village.
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Application
The clustering of the buildings is also used to respond to 
the aesthetics of the village. In the designs the different 
spaces are connected but appear individual. To respond 
to the existing scale but to be able to increase the size of 
the buildings.

Floor plans
The floor plans of the village show connections between 
buildings and the clustering of buildings. The principle 
is to use the façade  of the connecting  structure as a 4th 
façade which has structural and thermal advantages. 
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Application
In the positioning of the new architecture, these 
principles are used as a rule.

Orientation
The buildings in the village are oriented parallel to the 
slope. The slope is used as a stable structural element 
and for thermal mass on the north side of the building. 
Next to that, the largest façade is oriented to the south 
for the same reasons. In this way, the least amount of 
surface is exposed to solar radiation. 
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1. 2. 3. 4.
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fig. 4.12 The typology of Ticino
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Buildings built before around 1850 did not contain 
inside vertical transportation. The upper floors where 
only accessible from the outside. To be able to move to 
the upper spaces of the building the natural slope of the 
terrain and stone stairs of plates that protrude from the 
walls were used. This type of solution is typical for the 
territory of the valley. The rural buildings can be divided 
into four broad categories that make up the urban fabric 
of the villages of the valley. Individual buildings can be 
a combination of different elements within the type. The 
orientation of different additional elements is usually a 
reaction to the mountain slope. (fig. 4.12)

(1) Single buildings; single buildings with simple one 
room layers stacked on top op each other. 
(2) Double buildings (parallel); double buildings with 
the ridge parallel to the slope of the ground. 
(3) Double buildings (perpendicular); same as type 2 but 
with the roof oriented perpendicular to the slope of the 
ground.
(4) Double buildings (perpendicular, parallel); double 
buildings with the roof perpendicular to the slope of 
the ground but with the space oriented parallel to the 
slope.40

The architectural values exist of analyses on an 
architectural scale. This starts with an typological 
analyses on the architecture of Curzútt and on Grottoes. 
After that, the different principles of the architecture is 
analysed and applied in the designs. 

The Typology of Ticino
The typological research on local rural buildings is used 
to identify the building principles that can serve as a 
starting point for the designs. It provides an overview of 
the architectural possibilities of building in the specific 
Ticinese context. The findings of the research are used as 
a starting point for the architecture of the interventions. 

Ticino is characterized by its stone architecture. Even 
tough, like vernacular architecture in general, the 
structures are simple, differences can be found among 
the buildings. The organisation of space in the rural 
buildings of Ticino is generally by the same principle. In 
the basement or ground floor the spaces for daily use are 
located. On the upper floors the bedrooms are located 
and the attic which is used to store supplies. Under the 
kitchens, the cellars are located for the storage of wine 
and dairy products, the same principle as the grottoes. 
The basements where often partially underground as a 
result of the levelling of the building in relation to the 
slope. On one side of the house balconies are located. 
This organisation is similar to Walser houses in the M3 
research.

The architectural values.

40. Buzzi, G. (2000) 

P.9
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1. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers (5)

2. Single building, perpendicular to the slope, two layers,
    with balcony (1)
3. Single building, parallel to the slope, one layers (2) 
4. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers,
    with balcony, with basement (2)
5. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers,
    with balony (3)
6. Double building, parallel to the slope, two layers (2)

1. 
1. 

1. 

1. 

1. 

5. 

6. 

6. 

5. 

5. 

4. 

4. 1. 

2. 

3. 

3. 

3. 

fig. 4.13 The typology of Curzútt
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The typology of Curzútt
In contradiction to the large variety in the typology of 
the rural buildings in Ticino, only a few types occur in 
Curzútt. In general, the buildings in Curzútt are  the 
smaller types in the typology overview of Ticino. The 
buildings of Curzútt are all build according to a limited 
amount of building principles.  

The majority of the buildings are single parallel to the 
slope with two building layers and the most occurring 
addition is the balcony. 

In the overview of Curzútt the previously described 
types  are specified. (fig. 4.13)
Type (amount)
1. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers (5)
2. Single building, perpendicular to the slope, two layers, 
with balcony (1)
3. Single building, parallel to the slope, one layers (2) 
4. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers,
with balcony, with basement (2)
5. Single building, parallel to the slope, two layers,
with balcony (3)
6. Double building, parallel to the slope, two layers (2)

Orientation
The buildings have always a strong connection with 
the slope. Usually the buildings are partly buried. In 
Curzútt, the building are oriented parallel to the slope. 
In this way, the smallest amount of façade  surface is 
oriented to the south and the largest amount of façade  
surface is extra supported by the slope. Other options 
are perpendicular to the slope or building on a flat piece 
of land.42 (fig.4.14)

The interior spaces exist of single rooms with geometric 
lines and right angles. The shape of the floor plans 
is squared with right angles. The buildings occur in 
different sizes, from 7 meters to only 1.5 meters long. This 
smallest size is not intended to accommodate people but 
has the purpose as a storage space. The proportions of 
the buildings are rectangular and sometimes squared.

The main variations/ additions on the basic building 
shapes are:
(1) Separation of the attic.
(2) Combining multiple buildings.
(3) Double the floor plan.
(4) Stack multiple layers.
(5) Creating passages on the ground floor.

The previous described shapes function as a basis for the 
other outside additional elements which are different 
for most of the individual buildings. These outside 
additions can be divided in three categories:
(1) Additions for covering.
(2) Additions to the interior space.
(3) Additions to the interior space with covering.
The additions for covering are usually overhanging eaves 
that are usually found above wall openings or extensions 
of the roof. The additions to the interior space are mainly 
balconies in various types. The additions to the interior 
space with covering are the most frequently appearing. 
These additions are usually covered balconies similar to 
the façades of the Walser buildings.41

Single building Double building
(Perpendicular)

Double building
(Parallel)

Double building 
(Perpendicular, Parallel)

Orientation

Single building Double building
(Perpendicular)

Double building
(Parallel)

Double building 
(Perpendicular, Parallel)

Orientation

Single building Double building
(Perpendicular)

Double building
(Parallel)

Double building 
(Perpendicular, Parallel)

Orientation

fig. 4.14 Orientation
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Cevio Vecchio

Peccia

Fusio

Gerra

Moghegno

Bellinzona
Curzútt

Alnedo

fig. 4.15 Overview of the grotto locations
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43. Tomasetti, M. 
(z.j.). P.2
44. Peduzzi, D. 
(2004) P.417
45. Donati, B. (2004) 
P.153

The grotto typology
The architecture of the Grottoes is the result of years of 
evolution and development. The Grottoes exists mainly 
of natural elements. These elements is what determines 
the architecture of the grottoes. Also, when comparing 
contemporary building solutions with the vernacular 
building solutions some deficiencies can be noticed. In 
general, the Grottoes in this research where build with 
basic resources in a small amount of time on harsh- 
and remote locations. As a result, most of the Grotto 
characteristics would require adjustment when being 
applied in a contemporary design. Despite that, the 
difficult circumstances in which the Grottoes where built 
also result in simple but clever building solutions which 
can be considered useful in a contemporary design. 
These solutions are the result of years of experience and 
development in this specific environment for a specific 
function.

Debris of a rockfall caused by the collapse of the rock 
walls located on higher altitudes result in a suitable 
environment for grottoes. The inaccessible topography 
and poor soil forced the population to adapt to a 
landscape dominated by stone. The rockfall caused the 
environment to have a porous structure with holes and 
canals which caused air to circulate inside the top layer 
of the mountain. Fact is, that warm air is less dense than 
cold air. Warm air tends to rise while cold air sinks, 
creating convection. This natural conditions also occurs 
in the open spaces between the rockfalls.43

The grottoes are built based on this principle, warm air 
from inside the cave rises to the higher spaces of the 
grotto which causes currents of cold air to enter the 
lower spaces. The porous foundation and the differences 
in temperature are essential aspects for grottoes to 
function.44

In summer the external temperature is high and the air 
inside the caves is cool. Gravity tends to pull cold air 
downwards into the caves while dragging hot air along 
with it into the higher spaces, causing air streams from 
top to bottom. In winter the external temperature is 

lower then the internal temperature which causes the 
internal temperature to rise and escape trough the caps 
in of the upper spaces of the grotto. Because of low air 
pressure in the lower spaces of the grotto, cold air from 
the outside is drawn in, causing air streams from the 
bottom to the top.

Different types of vegetation., like moss covering the 
stone and surrounding trees, form a natural thermal 
barrier for the internal spaces.45 In general, human 
interventions consist of walls, roofs, doors, windows, 
shelves, thresholds, steps, benches and outdoor tables. 

The social function and the stimulation of the local 
economy is the main reason for choosing to build 
grottoes as interventions in the village. The fact that 
simple rural buildings can provide new opportunities 
of meeting and cultural exchange for the real need of 
interaction with the natural environment and inside the 
community. 

Many private grottoes are still in use in their original 
function. They are kept in good conditions and are used 
by owners to make wine and use the cellars for aging of 
the wine and aging of cheese depending on the degree 
of humidity. The typological research on the Grottoes in 
Ticino helps to clarify the differences between Grottoes 
which is a necessary preparation for the design phase. 
By analysing the different characteristics in relation 
to their context, the right choices can be made for the 
design of the Grottoes in Curzútt. 

The most noticeable aspect is the difference in amount 
of the artificial intervention in relation to the natural 
characteristic of the Grotto. These interventions vary 
from a single wall and door, to close the cave, to an 
entire combination of buildings, build against a hillside. 
This first part can be considered as the most rural form 
of Grottoes, which directly relate to the earliest cave 
dwellings. The intervention is minimal and most of the 
original context and characteristics of the cave are used 
to have a shelter. 

Bellinzona
Curzútt
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The second type can be considered as the most developed 
and only uses the hillside as a stable structural support 
on which the rest of the building rests. This type 
can be considered as a normal rural building which 
provides shelter with an artificial roof and artificial 
walls. Nevertheless, all types of grottoes respond to the 
characteristics of the context.

Only a small amount of caves can be found in the 
Ticino region with the right natural characteristics 
to be used as grottoes without human adjustment. 
Nevertheless, landslides shaped the environment in the 
perfect condition for humans to dig caves. Especially, 
the presence of big boulders and rocks in combination 
with surrounding loose ground provided a variety of 
opportunities for shelters. For this reason, the biggest 
human intervention was clearing the space underneath 
or surrounding boulders by digging away ground in 
order to create a suitable space for a shelter.

Despite the categorising of the grottoes, mentionable is 
that the difficult environment of each grotto required 
each time customize solutions. 

The grottoes can be divided in 5 types. Despite the 
differences in human intervention and size, this does not 
define the function. The variety of functions, as described 
in part two can be situated in each of the types. The 
different functions do not require specific characteristics 
of the grottoes despite interior adaptations. Despite that, 
some grottoes are more suitable for the storage of certain 
goods, as described before.
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Images on this page, 
Donati, B. (2004),
Drawings by author

Grotto in Gerra, Valle Grotto in Peccia, Ticino

Cave with walls
The human intervention in this Grotto type is small and 
simple. The compartment of the Grotto was dug out 
and cleared and gaps and walls were closed with slate 
stone walls. This type is easily influence by the weather 
conditions. The direct contact with the outside results in 
a difficult to regulate micro climate in the Grotto. Next to 
that, the products in the Grotto are vulnerable to pests. 

fig. 4.16 The grotto typology
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Images on this page, 
Donati, B. (2004),
Drawings by author

Cave with walls and door
Similar to the type without a door, this type required 
minimal human intervention. Despite that, the interior 
space of the Grotto is protected against pests and the 
access of domestic animals as pigs and goats. Also, when 
well executed the door contributes to a stable micro 
climate inside the Grotto. 

Grotto in Alnedo, Valle Bavona, Grotto in Cevio Vecchio, Ticino
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Grotto in Cevio Vecchio, TicinoGrotto in Cevio Vecchio, Ticino

Cave with additional building
In this type the amount of human intervention in 
comparison to the natural elements is in balance. This 
is a much occurring type in which a cave is extended 
with an additional building. Usually the building is not 
more then an element that closes of the cave entrance for 
previously mentioned reasons. Next to that, the building 
is often a very basic roof supported partially by the 
landscape and partially by artificial walls.

Images on this page, 
Donati, B. (2004),
Drawings by author
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Additional building on top of cave
This type requires more human intervention then the 
previously described types. In this case the building 
is a self supporting element with the cave used as 
a foundation. The buildings in this type are more 
developed and require more effort to build. For this 
reason, it is less occurring in the rural areas but can be 
applied in almost every location without the presence of 
a hillside with a steep slope.

Images on this page, 
Donati, B. (2004),
Drawings by author

Grotto in Moghegno, TicinoGrotto in Fusio, Ticino
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Grotto in Cevio Vecchio, Ticino

Images on this page, 
Donati, B. (2004),
Drawings by author

Building against a hillside
This type requires the most human intervention and cost 
the most effort to build. Other then the previous types, 
the building is not combined with a cave but with a 
crack in the hillside form which cold air flows into the 
building. Food is preserved in an artificial room above 
ground level. Next to that, most of the compartments 
with different functions are situated on the same level. 
This type of grotto shows the most similarities with the  
typology of rural buildings. In fact, the only difference is 
that the buildings use the thermal principle in the storage 
spaces of the building. The hillside is used to support the 
back wall and functions as a stable structural element.

Application 
The analyses of the Grottoes result in an enumeration 
of improvable aspects in comparison to modern 
technology and building standards, before applying in 
a contemporary design. 

A general improvable aspect would be that the 
vernacular architecture is less controlled then required 
in modern architecture. At the same time, this is also the 
strength of vernacular architecture which makes perfect 
use of natural characteristics. As a result, in some cases 
the architecture of the Grottoes does not meet the needs 
of the function in a required manner. Nature defines 
the architecture, but when designing a contemporary  
building using less the characteristics of nature would 
result in better fitting architecture for the function.  
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Size of door openings; As explained in one of the 
examples of Grottoes in the research, door openings 
are occasionally to small. When the function requires 
to transport large size objects in and out the Grotto, the 
opening of the entrance should fit the requirements. For 
example in one of the Wine Grottoes in which the door 
opening was to small to fit a wine barrel. As a result, 
the need to dissemble and reassemble the barrels when 
being transported in or out the Grotto. Considering the 
requirements for the function during the design process 
would avoid this- and similar problems.

Two types of grottoes are applicable in the designs of 
the new interventions. The type; Building on top of cave, 
is to most suitable for the situation of the wine grotto 
and cheese grotto. The type; Building against hillside, is 
used for the meat grotto. The choice for using the aspects 
of a particular type originated from the geographical 
situation and the functional needs.

Analysis of the architecture in Curzútt
The drawings of the existing architecture in Curzútt are 
used as a starting point for further analysis on building 
principles on an architectural scale, as described in this 
chapter. The buildings are part of the original core of the 
village and are built with the same buildings principle. 
Nevertheless, each building also contains different 
building solutions for a variety of problems. Due to these 
differences in building solutions, analysing the existing 
architecture can offer valuable information on building 
in the environment of the village. The exact building 
date of these buildings is not documented. 

Size and shape of the spaces; The analyses show that the 
dimensions and shapes of the Grotto spaces are relatively 
small and inefficient for their function. In the designs of 
the new interventions the spaces could be enlarged and 
be design more efficient to be suitable for contemporary 
requirements for each function. 

Climate control; Although the vernacular builders make 
perfect use of basic methods to influence the climate in 
the Grottoes, in a modern building this could be done 
more efficiently. This, without relying on nature as much 
as in Grottoes, and risking losing the stored products, but 
still using the outdoor climate to influence the climate 
in the spaces to create the best circumstances for each 
function. Applying a more controlled climate system 
with the use of natural ventilation would be a solution. 

Risk of flooding (drainage); A common occurring problem 
in Grottoes are the flooding of the spaces with excessive 
rainwater. As described in this analyses, some building 
solutions to prevent rainwater to enter the Grotto space 
proved to be effective to a certain extend and could be 
used in a contemporary building. The lack of proper 
drainage is the main problem in vernacular Grottoes 
which could be avoided when designing a modern 
building, to avoid the risk of loosing the stored products. 

Daylight; Lack of daylight would be a problem when 
designing a modern version of a Grotto. Due to the 
natural situation and the loss of heat or inside climate, 
daylight openings are scarce in vernacular Grottoes. 
Next to that, the function and the absence of building 
requirements result in daylight openings being 
unnecessary in vernacular Grottoes. When combining 
a contemporary Grotto with a public function, proper 
daylight would be necessary for the additional spaces. 
The storage spaces should remain dark to preserve the 
quality of the goods. 
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fig. 4.17 Existing architecture of Curzútt 
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fig. 4.18 Analysis of roof angles and space sizes (in m)
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Dimensioning
By analysing the dimensions of the existing architecture, 
the range of possibilities of the building principle 
becomes clear. The reapplying of the existing building 
principle gives the possibility to use the dimensions of 
the existing structures to discover the limits in which 
the new interventions can be build. To stay within the 
dimensions of the existing buildings is to ensure that it is 
possible to build the new architecture without detailed 
structural calculations. Instead, using the same method as 
vernacular builders, building by testing and experience, 
and using existing buildings as a reference. Applying 
basic rules originated from local building knowledge 
and by using common sense. Nevertheless, this does 
not necessary mean that the existing dimensions are the 
limits of the building principles but it provides certainty 
that the design can be built without failure.

Roof angles 
The existing roofs have an average 102 degrees. The 
angle of the roof is important to find the structural 
possibilities of the wooden roof structure in combination 
with the load bearing drystone wall. Next to that, the 
roof angels have influence on the drainage of rainwater. 
After all, when the angle is not right rainwater can enter 
the building  or the slate stone roof tiles do not remain 
in place. 

Space sizes
The spaces of the existing architecture have an average 
dimension of around 5x5 meters. This dimension 
provides knowledge on the structural limitations of 
the drystone wall, in combination with the existing 
thickness. Another factor, which influenced the space 
sizes of the existing architecture, is the fact that smaller 
spaces are faster to heat up and the heat is better preserve 
than in bigger space which is an important advantage in 
the uninsulated existing buildings. 

Space ratio (shape)
The shape and ratio of the spaces have an average of 1:1. 
This ratio is important for the structural possibilities of 
the dry stone walls. 

Application
The dimensioning of the existing architecture is used as 
a guideline for the new designs. The goal for the new 
architecture is to use the average of all dimensions as a 
first step for defining the dimensions. During the design 
process these dimensions can be changed to the limits of 
the existing architecture.
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fig. 4.19 Analysis of building height and layering (in m)
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Building height and layering
The buildings in the village have different building and 
layer heights with an average building height of 6,4 
meter. In some buildings the ceiling height is as low as 1,8 
meters which does not meet current building standards. 
In general, The buildings in the village existing of two 
layers, a roof and occasionally a basement. 

Application
In the new designs, the ceiling heights are improved 
according to contemporary needs. The overall height 
of the buildings corresponds to the highest buildings in 
the village to make the new designs fit in the existing 
context. The limits and differences of the building heights 
are used for aesthetic purposes in the new designs. To 
correspond to the existing situation, the new designs 
exist of a maximum of two layers and a basement. The 
wine grotto and heating- and water treatment plan exist 
of one layer and a basement. 
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Section existing building

fig. 4.20 Sections Cheese grotto

Existing

New

Application
The starting point for the new designs is to keep the 
vertical transportation on the outside of the building, 
to maximize usable floor space. Despite this, the 
improvements in insulation value allow more flexibility 
in the connections between layers.   This connection is 
improved in the cheese grotto in which voids and indoor 
balconies are used to create and observation route for 
visitors. In this way the activities on the ground floor 
can be observed for the first floor without disturbing 
the production process. This alteration can have 
programmatic advantages. 

Connection between layers
The connection between the different layers of the 
existing architecture is limited. Connections between the 
different floors are avoided for thermal reasons. Next to 
that, the vertical movement is usual on the outside of the 
building for thermal reasons and to maximize usable 
floor space. 
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Structural principle
The structural principle of the existing architecture 
is based on L and T connections between drystone 
walls. For the stability of the walls always have a T or 
L connection which prevents the walls from falling 
over. Furthermore, the length of the wall between the 
perpendicular connections is limited to the sizes of the 
floor plans, as described before. The use of drystone 
limits the freedom of the placement of structural walls 
on upper floors. Walls of different layers should be build 
on top of each other to be able to bear the load. 

Application
The new architecture is designed according to the 
existing structural rules. The spaces are clustered to 
maximize the structural stability. Next to that, the size 
between the perpendicular connections is according 
to the previously described space sizes. The structural 
rules do not necessary affect flexibility in the floor plans. 
In the new designs the connections between the spaces 
is enlarged but the structural principle is preserved, as 
described in the ext chapter.

Structural connections existing building

Structural connections Information point and foundation office

fig. 4.21 Structural connections Cheese grotto

Existing

New
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Daylighting existing building

Daylighting Information point and foundation office

fig. 4.22 Daylighting  Cheese grotto

Daylight
The amount of daylight is limited in the existing 
architecture. Façade  openings are generally kept small 
to limit heat loss and solar radiation which can affect the 
interior climate of the building. Furthermore, smaller 
façade  openings have structural advantages. 

Spatial organisation
The variety in spatial organisation of the existing 
architecture is limited. The existing spaces are limited 
to squared or rectangular shapes with the addition of 
occasionally partition walls. The spatial organisation is 
the result of the limitations of the building principles. 
Next to that, the rectangular spaces are suitable for 
dwellings.

Application
In the new architecture the size and amount of façade 
openings is enlarged which improves the amount of 
daylight. The improvement of the thermal properties 
of modern glazing allows the enlargement of the façade  
openings without affecting the interior climate. Next to 
that, the improvement of the thermal characteristics of 
the exterior shell of the building improve the stability of 
the interior climate. 

For the designs of the interventions, the existing spatial 
organisation lacks in openness and flexibility. The main 
reason for this is the function change from dwelling to 
the public functions of the interventions. For the new 
designs, it is necessary to preserve and use the principles 
which are the reason for the vernacular spaces. In this 
way, for the spaces in the designs is the objective to 
find the limit of improvement within the possibilities of 
the building principles. In the new designs, the shape 
of the spaces remain squared but the spaces are more 
connected by strategically position the interior walls and 
the application of wall openings. The wall openings are 
positioned with the goal to create sightliness through the 
buildings which strengthens the effect of openness. In 
this way, the aim is to create a more open atmosphere 
without loosing the principles. Furthermore, the façade 
openings are strategically aimed towards points of 
interest of the context of the building. To decrease the 
border between interior and exterior in comparison 
to existing buildings. In this way, solutions are found 
which are close to the limits of the existing framework.
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South façade’s of existing architecture in Curzútt

fig. 4.23 South façade  Meat grotto South façade  Office and Information point

1m 2m 4m0m Façade openings on the south side
The size and amount façade of openings on the south 
side of the existing buildings are different from the 
other façades. As described before, the affecting of the 
interior climate by heat loss and solar radiation is a 
problem in the existing architecture. For this reason, the 
façade  openings on the south side are either avoided 
or executed in a smaller size. Fact is, that the south 
façade is most affected by sunshine. Nevertheless, 
one of the existing solutions to be able to place larger 
façade openings on the south façade is the application of 
balconies or overhangs to block direct sunlight.

Application
To correspond to the existing building principle, façade  
openings on the south façade are mostly avoided in the 
designs. Occasionally, because of programmatic reasons, 
façade openings on the south side are necessary. In that 
case the openings are positioned as low as possible on 
the façade or behind a drystone wall to limit sunshine 
affecting the interior climate of the buildings. The façade 
openings in this designs on the north, east and west side 
are generally larger to compensate the required amount 
of daylight. Also, the deep cavities of the window frames 
in the new designs contribute to the blockage of sunlight. 
Balconies are frequently used in the new designs to be 
able to position larger façade openings on the south side.

Existing

New
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1m 2m 4m0m

N

fig. 4.24 Floor plan slaughterhouse Vrin
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Case studies
The previously mentioned case studies are used on an 
architectural scale to define the program of the new 
designs. In this way, the new designs meet the needs 
for the functions. The case studies are used to find the 
functional needs for the interventions. The case study on 
this page can be considered as an example for the way 
other case studies are approached in this project.

For the spatial organisation of the meat grotto, 
the organisation of the slaughterhouse in Vrin by 
Caminada is analysed. The organisation of space in the 
slaughterhouse is based on the path of the process of the 
cattle to the finishing meat product (red line fig 4.24). A 
similar organisation is conducted in the design of the 
meat grotto. In correspondence to the slaughterhouse, in 
the design of the meet grotto, visitors can observe a part 
of the production process and storage of the meat. 
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Terracing with drystone

fig. 4.25 Terracing applied at the information centre and office
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Terracing with drystone
To be able to build or work on a sloped terrain the use of 
terraces frequently occurring. Terraces exist of drystone 
walls from which the backside is filled with earth and 
gravel. Groundwater and rainwater is drained to the 
bottom of the terrace in order to avoid the damaging of 
the drystone structure.47

Application
To preserve the existing craftsmanship drystone 
structures are applied in the new designs. For the 
tectonics the same technique is used to preserve the 
local craftsmanship. For the different new designs the 
building principle of terracing land is often applied. In 
addition to that, the drainage system of the terraces is 
connected to the system of water collection which leads 
to the water treatment plant.

The analyses on the tectonic values exist of a description 
of the building principles on a tectonic scale. The 
analyses is meant to show the craftsmanship behind 
the existing architecture. The main building principles 
of the existing architecture are described and applied or 
improved in the designs. 

Applying and improving the existing tectonics is about 
the continuation of the tectonic sequence. The aims is to 
improve the existing tectonics within the possibilities 
of local craftsmanship and local resources. As a result, 
the tectonic solutions in the new interventions are at the 
limits of development opportunities within the local 
craftsmanship and  contextual frame work of this project.

The use of gravity for building
The existing structures contain smart building solutions 
that are affected by the available resources. Mortar or 
other adhesives were unavailable in the context during 
the build of the existing architecture, with exception 
of lime. Walls and roofs are built without mortar 
but are kept in place by the weight of the stones. The 
combination of the different building elements result 
in a stable structure. The heavy granite slate stones of 
the walls and roofs are placed in a way that it keeps the 
lower stones in place. 

This building method is thereby modifying the 
disadvantage of the heavy weight of the building 
materials into an advantage. Mentionable is, that over 
time vernacular builders found a way to make slaked 
lime. This lime is used to stucco the interior of the 
drystone walls to fill up inequalities and holes of the 
walls but did not replace the function of mortar.46

The Tectonic values.

46. Bertinelli, C. 

(2011) 

47. Stauffacher, M. 

(2012) P.56
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1.

2.

4.

5.

3.

fig. 4.26 Section drystone wall Perspective drystone wall
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Drystone walls
As described before, the walls of the buildings in 
Curzútt are originally build of a dry stone structure. This 
building system is the result of available materials and 
building knowledge. Different from a wall with a layer 
of cement, dry walls require a large amount of materials 
and time. In the rural mountain areas of Ticino stone 
is abundant and the dry stone wall is the response of 
vernacular builders to be able to use stone as the main 
building material for the buildings. Building without 
mortar results in a deviation to the building principles 
of a traditional mortar wall. Estimated is that, a ton of 
stones is required for a wall of one meter. On first sight, 
dry stone walls seem to be randomly build with the 
available materials on site. Nevertheless, to be able to 
build a stable dry stone wall knowledge of the limits and 
possibilities of the building material is required. When 
building a dry stone wall, not all stones are suitable for 
every element. Different stone shapes are suitable for 
different purposes.

Five types of stones are needed to build a dry wall;
(1) Foundation stones; The larger stones, flat and solid, 
suitable for supporting the weight of the entire wall. 
(2) Stones of construction; The stones that form core of 
the wall. 
(3) Filling stones; Smaller stones in different shapes that 
allow to fill the gaps between larger stones.
(4) Stone junction; The stones to connect the two elements 
of the wall and help the wall not to separate. 
(5) Top stones; The stones to end the wall.

The structural principle of the stone wall is based on a 
‘’A’’ shape. Eventually, the wall will have a trapezoidal 
shape. The walls were built considering five essential 
rules;

(1) Each stone is in contact with the surrounding stones.
(2) The intersection of the stones shifted; the basic 
principle of a stone wall is that intersections never 
overlap for stability.
(3) The gaps between the bigger block filled; also to 
improve the strength and stability of the wall. 
(4) The stone positioned horizontally.
(5) Stick to the trapezoidal shape.
When building a dry stone wall building, these principles 
remain the same. Despite that, the walls are different in 
scale.48

Application 
Applying the dry stone wall in a contemporary design 
is about the continuation of the historical sequence. 
Vernacular builders developed the dry stone building 
system within the limitation of craftsmanship and 
available materials. The concrete walls of the restaurant 
and hostel which are recently build in Curzútt are 
examples of a discontinuation of the tectonic sequence. 
The approach for this project is different.

The dry stone wall is in principle the same as a cavity 
wall. After all, two outer cavity walls are build with 
stone wall ties as connections. Between the outer walls 
smaller stones fill in the space between the two walls 
which would normally be the cavity in a traditional 
mortar wall. The reason for this, is because the two outer 
wall lean to the inside. For this reason, the gravel or 
small stones inside the wall should be able to support the 
weight of the outer walls. The thick dry stone walls work 
as thermal mass for the insulations of the buildings. To 
apply the dry stone wall principle in the designs of this 
project, additional insulation would make the building 
system more suitable to contemporary needs. 48. Stauffacher, M. 

(2012) P.48
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Drystone wall lime finishing
on the inside 

Concrete inside 

Drystone wall (unfinished) Drystone wall lime finishing Adding of lime mortar

Tectonic development 

fig. 4.27 The tectonic development of the drystone wall

Adding of lime finishing 

As a solution, the gravel inside the walls is replaced 
with clay granules. These clay granules are pressure 
resistant which make them suitable to replace the gravel 
inside the walls. An advantage of the clay granules is 
the insulating value, a package of 20cm clay granules 
contain a thermal resistance of 2.2m2 K/W which is 
significantly higher then the existing dry stone structure. 
The reason for this high insulation value is the presence 
of stagnant  air inside the granules. With the application 
of this principle, the existing quality of the dry stone 
wall, the thermal mass, is preserved.  Next to that, the 
craftsmanship, building material and building principle 
of the dry stone wall is preserved but improved. 

49. Stauffacher, M. 

(2012) P.76
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Adding of sheep wool for insulation

fig. 4.28 Existing stone and wood floor construction

Floors
The floors of the existing architecture are composed 
of horizontal structures of parallel chestnut beams. 
In addition, stone slabs are used as floor covering and 
are laid directly on the ground at the ground floor and 
on additional structure on higher levels. On the floors 
on higher levels, a layer of earth is used to smooth out 
irregularities in the wood structure. The structural floor 
beams are inserted directly into the structural walls. 
Stone floors are usually applied in basements. 

Three types of floor structure occur in Curzútt:
(1) Floors entirely out of wood.
(2) Floors mixed of wood and stone.  
(3) Floors entirely out of stone.49

Application
Because of the thermal and acoustic characteristics type 
2 and 3 are applied in the new architecture. The upper 
floors exist of a structure of chestnut. On top of the 
structure chestnut planking is placed which hold a layer 
of earth. The top layer exists of slate stone. 

As an improvement of the thermal and acoustic 
characteristics of the existing architecture, sheep wool 
insulation is added. Furthermore, the squared beams are 
applied in the chestnut structure to increase the building 
precision in comparison to the existing rough beams.
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Adding of sheep wool for insulationfig. 4.29 Stone and wooden roof structure

Roof principle 
The roof principle of the existing architecture exists 
of a wooden structure on which slate stone slabs are 
placed. The environmental barrier is limited due to 
the inequalities and holes between the stone slabs. The 
stones are placed under an angle to prevent rainwater 
from leaking into the building.50 51 Due to the structure of 
the layer of the stone in the ground around the village, 
the slabs did not require much adjustment before 
application as roof covering.52

Application
The environmental barrier of the existing roof principle 
is improved. In the roof principle of the new designs, the 
slate stone is placed on a layer of chestnut planking to 
prevent pests from entering the buildings. In addition 
to that, sheep wool insulation is added to increase the 
thermal value of the roof.

50. Bianconi, G., 

(1983) P.29 

51. Bianconi, G., 

(1983) P.23 

52. Buzzi, G. (2000) 

P.20

53. Bomio, N. 
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fig. 4.30 Stone and wooden roof structure Adding of chestnut boards and squared beams

Application
The principle of the wooden framework is preserved 
in the new designs. In addition to the stability of the 
frame, the wooden planking connected the individual 
trusses. Furthermore, the rough beams are changed into 
squared and rectangular beams to increase the building 
precision. 

Wood structure roof
The existing wood structure exists of a wooden 
framework of chestnut wood on top of drystone walls.  
The wooden structure is a stable element which divides 
the weight of the stone roof over the  entire length of the 
drystone walls by the use of wooden beams.53
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Adding of floor insulation and gravel 
drainage system

Existing foundation

Water splashing problemfig. 4.31 Existing water drainage system in 
slate stone pavement
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Foundation and ground floor.
The slate stone roofs of the existing architecture where 
initially executed without a gutter system to drain the 
water from the roof to the sewage system. During that 
time, the rainfall from the roofs just poured along the 
façade down on the surrounding streets or land. As 
described in the M3 research on the Walser communities, 
the roofs were oriented toward the sides of the building 
instead of the front and back to avoid water falling at the 
entrance of the buildings. In this way, the discomfort of 
rainwater pouring down the roof on the street during 
rainfall was avoided and the water would flow into side 
streets of the village which where used less. The same 
counts for the snow falling from the roof. 

Only since lately, gutter systems where applied as 
a solution for the disadvantages of the lack of water 
drainage. In this way, water drainage was regulated and 
could be collected for further use. Another advantage 
from the gutter system is the avoiding of water splashing 
against the façade which affect doors and walls. 
Although the application of the gutter system seems to 
solve these problems, it is not a vernacular solution and 
is not directly related to the vernacular principles of the 
roofs.

The ground floors of the existing architecture exist 
of slate stone placed on top of an layer of earth. As a 
structural layer and to equalize the rocky soil, a layer 
of granite debris is used. This principle is commonly 
applied for outside pavement. The ground floor is in the 
existing situation not insulated.

Application.
For this reason and for aesthetic reasons, in this project 
an other solution is found for the drainage of rainwater 
from the roofs. A similar problem occurs closer to my 
hometown in Friesland. Straw roofs are the traditional 
principle of roofing for many vernacular buildings, like 
farms. The straw roofs have the similar problem of water 
drainage. Straw roofs are traditionally also not equipped 
with gutter systems. 

As a solution, the drainage system was moved from the 
roof to ground level where the water ended up after 
pouring of the roof. Traditionally the rainwater was 
collected in a stone gutter placed against the façade, 
filled with gravel to drain the water to a certain point. 
The small spaces between gravel resulted that the water 
splash from rainwater pouring of the roof was minimized 
in comparison to a solid surface of stone or clay. Another 
advantage was that the gravel prevented pests to reach 
the buildings. In addition to that, a waterproof layer on 
the ground level of the façade was applied to prevent 
rising of water in the façade. This system is applied in the 
new designs.  In the situation of Curzútt, this is solved 
by stacking slate stones vertically against the façade. 

The ground floor of the new designs contain certain 
improvements in comparison to the existing situation. 
The top layer of the ground floor exists of slates stone 
placed in lime mortar. This layer is placed on top of a 
layer of lime concrete which contain an underfloor 
heating system. Under the layer of lime concrete a layer 
of clay granules is placed for insulation. The bottom layer 
is like the existing situation, a layer of granite debris. 
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fig. 4.32 Existing door

Existing window
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Façade  openings
As previously described, façade  openings are kept 
small. Window frames and doors are traditionally 
made of chestnut wood with single glass. The lintels are 
usually thick squared beams that carry the weight of the 
drystone walls. Windowsills and ground sills are made 
of slate stone to prevent rotting. Furthermore, around 
the window and door frames lime was used to fill up 
equalities and holes.

Application
As previously described, one of the goals is to increase 
the amount of daylight in the new designs. As a result, 
larger façade openings come with a variety of problems, 
like structural disadvantages and the affect on the 
interior climate. 

As a solution, a wooden framework is applied which 
provides a base on which the window frame is attached. 
It reaches over the whole thickness of the wall and 
contains an extension of +-10cm on the outside and 
+-2cm on the inside. The wooden frame functions as a 
mounting frame for the window frames. Next to that, the 
precision in which the façade openings are positioned in 
the façade is limited in the existing architecture. Fact is, 
that the positioning of the façade  opening was planned 
but the exact measurement was less important and 
was affected by the shape of the drystone wall. This is 
a disadvantage in the new designs. For that reason, to 
ensure that the position of the façade openings are not 
affected during the building process, the wooden frame 
is set first on the exact position. After this, the dry stone 
wall is build around it. The window frame is attached to 
the mounting frame as last. In this way, the location of 
the façade opening can be controlled. 

The wooden mounting frame also provides a bigger 
cavity (negge) which prevents direct sunlight on the 
glass. For this reason, the window frame is place on the 
inside of the wall to maximize the space between the 
outer façade and the glass. This is especially important 
when a façade opening is made on the south façade. 
At the top of the extension of the wooden frame, slate 
stones are extended to prevent water to lay on the wood 
frame which could cause rotting. At last, a modern type 
of glazing is used to minimize the heath loss and ensure 
a stable interior climate which is an advantage with the 
enlarging of the façade openings. 

Principle sketch of a window in the new 
design

Principle detail of the bottom sill
in the new design

Principle detail lintel in the new design
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Existing balcony and overhang

fig. 4.33 Existing examples of balconies

Balconies and overhangs
The application of balconies in the existing architecture 
comes with a variety of reasons. First of all, it is a way to 
access upper floors without having to apply a stairway 
on the inside of the building. Next to that, the balcony 
provides a buffer zone between inside and outside, it 
prevents snow from building up in front of the building 
entrance and to create a dry zone and prevent rain from 
falling directly in front of the building. The balcony is a 
way to provide extra comfort. When situated at the south 
side, the balcony is a solution to repeal direct sunlight on 
the façade and façade openings. The last advantage of 
the balcony or overhang is the possibility to store goods 
dry outside. In Curzútt, the overhangs and balconies are 
used to store chestnut wood for heating purposes but 
also objects as tools and laundry. 

Application
Balconies and overhangs are used in the designs of this 
project for a variety of reasons. As described before, to be 
able to apply larger façade openings on the south façade. 
Furthermore, balconies provide the opportunity for 
visitor to observe the environment from an higher level. 
Around the square, balconies are situated which allows 
people to observe the existing architecture of Curzútt 
and local events, like performances. Application in the design  of the meat grotto
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Existing stairs of extended slate stones

Stairs applied in physical model foundation office

fig. 4.34 Existing examples of vertical movement

Vertical movement
In the existing architecture, the natural slope of the 
land is preferably used to access the higher floors of 
the building. Next to that, other solutions are possible 
which are build with drystone. The sloped terrain causes 
stairways to occur frequently through the whole village. 
In Curzútt, stairways exist mostly of a separate structure 
of drystone placed against the façade. Furthermore, 
stairs can be integrated in  the stone walls of terraces or 
can exist of extended slate stones in a dry stone wall.

Application
The previous described solutions for vertical movement 
are used  in different ways in the designs to overcome 
height differences. The dimensioning is adjusted to 
contemporary standards to increase the comfort of the 
user. 





Part five.

Results
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How are the vernacular principles applied in 
a contemporary design?
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from the vernacular building process, in which a larger 
amount of people where involved and in which local 
culture and the opinions of the community played a 
bigger role. After all, despite the extensive analysis of 
the existing situation, because of the personal culture 
difference and realistic view on the whole situation 
the results in this project will undoubtedly be different 
than the results of vernacular builders. For this reason, 
the designs can be considered as a example on how 
contemporary architecture should be in a vernacular 
context from a personal point of view. 

The results are divided in the same three scales as the 
research, The contextual results, the architectural results 
and the tectonic results. In these three scales the results 
of the five designs are shown. Two of the designs are 
developed further and can be considered as examples on 
how the other designs could be elaborated. After all, the 
designs contain the same building principles. 

This part of the booklet contains the elaboration of the 
five designs of the new interventions in the village. 
The designs are the result of the application of the, 
previously described, design method on the situation of 
Curzútt. For this reason, the designs can be considered 
as an example on the outcome of the application of 
the method. The designs evolved according to the 
regulations which are attached to the method throughout 
the whole project. The resulting architecture has a strong 
relationship with the existing architecture on many 
different ways. Although, the new designs officially can 
not be considered vernacular, throughout the whole 
project the aim was to design and build as vernacular 
builders. For this reason, the aim for the results was also 
to imagine which presentation and knowledge exchange  
techniques would be used by vernacular builders. It is 
said before that the vernacular architecture was build 
with limited amount of planning and information was 
communicated verbally. Despite this, due to the lack 
of modern equipment, the making of sketch drawings 
and physical models with genuine materialisation 
would be best suited for local craftsman to convey 
information about building plans. For this reason, using 
these presentation techniques would be the starting 
point for this project. Nevertheless, the values of digital 
presentation techniques are not ignored in this project 
and are therefore used to show a part of the results.

Although, the architecture is designed by the guidelines 
of this project. Eventually it is partially the result of 
a personal opinion on how the architecture should 
correspond to these guidelines. Next to that, it is the 
result of a personal aesthetic preference and a personal 
opinion on which architecture fits in the existing context 
and can solve the related problems. This is different 

Combining the vernacular values in 
Contemporary architecture.
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Scale model of Curzútt with new designs 1:250

The contextual results.

The contextual results show the project on a urban 
scale. The positioning of the combination of the five 
functions in the village are shown. This is the result of 
the research on the existing contextual values and the 
previously described master plan. Furthermore, the 
infrastructure around the interventions aim to connect 
the interventions to the existing infrastructure. This 
results in the design of the main square and a number of 
paths, stairs and  paved areas, all build with local granite 
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Map of the new drainage system in the village
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Square
The square connects the cheese and meat grotto to the 
existing restaurant. The area will be the new centre of 
activity in the village. For the pavement of the square 
existing slates tone is used and placed in existing 
patterns. The square exists of multiple levels and 
the stairs is used as a method to overcome the height 
difference. Next to that, stairs are used for seating and to 
provide a viewing platform for events and performances 
on the lower parts of the square. On the west side of the 
square animals can be brought into the meat grotto by a 
ramp, out of direct sight from the users.  

Water collection strategy
Part of the overall strategy in reviving the village, is the 
strategy to collect rainwater from the roofs of the new 
designs. As described before, rainwater is collected from 
the new terracing and the gutter system on the ground 
floor. By a drainage system of slate stone the water is 
guided towards a water collection basin in the water 
treatment and heating plant, at the lowest point of the 
village. In this building, the water is processed and 
pumped back to the different buildings of the village. 

A second phase for this strategy could be the connection 
of the gutter systems of the existing architecture to the 
water collection system to increase the purification 
capacity. 

Diagram of the square

Map of the new drainage system in the village
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Cheese and meat grotto, main square

Main square

Foundation office and information point
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Study models 1:100.
The physical models on this page are used to determine 
architectonic decisions on spatial configuration, 
daylight, overall organisation of the designs. The 
models are made of a combination of cardboard, clay 
and wood. 

The architectural results show schematic results and 
description of the five interventions. Furthermore, the 
technical execution, on scale 1:100 and 1:50 are shown 
of the foundation office and information point. The 
technical solutions in this design also counts for the rest 
of the designs.

Heating- and water treatment plant

Wine Grotto

The architectural results.



The water treatment- and heating plant
and the forest

’‘Communual heating system’’



‘‘Promote the use of wood as an energy 
source and building material’’

’‘Collection and reuse 
of rain water’’

’‘central storage 
of firewood’’
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Situation at the end of winter

Situation at the end of summer
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The design of the water treatment and heating plant allows the inhabitants 
of the village to gather firewood throughout the whole summer. After 
processing are the open field next to the building, the firewood can be stored 
under the overhangs that surround the whole building. In this way, the 
appearance of the building changes during the seasons. The deep cavities 
of the windows ensure daylight when wood is being stored and allow for 
visitors to observed the machinery of the water treatment and heating. 
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Elevation water treatment and heating plant, West
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1m 2m 4m0m
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1m 2m 4m0m
Elevation Water treatment and Heating plant, North

1m 2m 4m0m
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Elevation water treatment and heating plant, South
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1m 2m 4m0m
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Elevation water treatment and heating plant, East

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m
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Floor plan water treatment and heating plant, ground floor
0mm + P
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N

Floor plan water treatment and heating plant, basement
3065mm - P
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Section A-A, Elevation Water treatment and Heating plant 
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Section B-B, Elevation Water treatment and Heating plant 
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’‘Support of argricultural 
activities’’

‘‘Wine factory’’



The Wine grotto
and vineyard

’‘Strengthen the local economy by the 
production of local delicacies’’

‘‘Make the vineyard accessible’’
‘‘Wine factory’’



146

Elevation wine grotto, west
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Elevation wine grotto, east

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m



148

Elevation wine grotto, north
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Elevation water treatment and heating plant, East

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m
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Floor plan Wine Grotto, ground floor
0mm + P
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N

The wine grotto contains a small shop for the selling of local wine. From the 
shop, a part of the production process and the vine yard is visible trough a 
window. The shape of the building is based on the existing drystone walls 
and the angle of the vine yard.
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1m 2m 4m0m

N Floor plan Wine Grotto, -1
2910mm - P
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N

The wine grotto is accessible from the outside and provides storage space 
for the wine products. Ventilation and daylight comes from skylights on two 
sides of the grotto. 
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Section A-A, Wine Grotto
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Section B-B, Wine grotto
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‘‘A place for local farmers to 
process and sell their products’’

‘‘Enjoy the peripheral 
rural area’’



The cheese grotto
and pasture land

‘‘Support of argricultural 
activities’’
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Elevation cheese grotto, east

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m



157Results  -

Elevation cheese grotto, south
1m 2m 4m0m 1m 2m 4m0m
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Elevation cheese grotto, south
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Elevation cheese grotto, west

1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m
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Floor plan Cheese Grotto, ground floor 
0mm + P
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The cheese shop is located on the square to attract visitors and increase the 
liveliness. The production process can be observed through a window in the 
shop.
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Floor plan Cheese Grotto, first floor
2850mm + P
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In the cheese grotto an observation route is available on the first floor. By 
balconies, hallways and windows the production process of the cheese and 
the environment can be observed by visitors. 
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Floor plan Cheese Grotto, basement
2590mm - P
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The cheese grotto is accessible from the inside and the outside and is 
underground connected to the meat grotto. This gives the possibility to 
exchange space when needed. 
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Section B-B, Cheese grotto
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Section C-C, Cheese grotto
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Peil = 0
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‘‘Cheese factory’’

‘‘Selling local products 
in the restaurant’’

‘‘ Bring back life to the village’’



The meat grotto
and square

‘‘Butchery’’

‘‘Creating economic value and job 
opportunities’’

‘‘A place for events and other cultural, 
social and recreational activities.’’

‘‘Preservation of local 
(food) culture’’

‘‘Cheese factory’’
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Elevation meat grotto, east
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Elevation meat grotto, south
1m 2m 4m0m

1m 2m 4m0m
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Elevation meat grotto, north
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Elevation meat grotto, west
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Floor plan Meat Grotto, ground floor
0mm + P
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In the shop of the butchery observation windows are place towards the meat 
grotto and the last phase of the production process. The slaughter process 
remains out of sight for the visitors. The butchery is aimed towards the 
square
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Floor plan Meat Grotto, first floor
2850mm + P
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The meat grotto contains a changing room for employees. This changing 
room can also be used by the employees of the other functions. The cattle 
arrives at the right side of the building and can be temporary be place on a 
piece of grassland next to the grotto. 
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Section A-A, Meat Grotto
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Section B-B, Meat grotto
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‘‘Gate to exploring the 
environment and village’’



The office and information point
and the village entrance

‘‘Information point with 
exhibition spaces’

‘‘Improve the knowledge about 
the local context’’
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Elevation of the office and information point, west
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Elevation of the office and information point, north
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Elevation of the office and information point, south
1,5m 3m 6m0m
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Elevation of the office and information point, east 1:100 1m 2m 4m0m
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Section A-A, office and information point 1:502m 4m 8m0m
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Section B-B, office and information point 1:50 2m 4m 8m0m
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The foundation office and the information point are separated in the 
building. The visitor will be guided towards the entrance of  the information 
point by the funnel effect of the two volumes. Here the visitor can choose to 
go upstairs to the exhibition space or go outside directly. On the first floor, 
windows are directed towards each side of the village. A bridge connects 
the two volumes. In the second volume, informative videos can be played 
or presentations can be given. The visitor leaves the build by the stairs on 
the outside.
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Physical model foundation office and information point 1:50
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View from video room towards exhibition space
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Interior pictures

Exhibition space

Exhibition space
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Exhibition space

Information point

Interior pictures
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Foundation office

Exhibition space

Interior pictures
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Materialisation
The materialisation of the new designs exist only of local 
available materials. The choice for this materialisation 
originates from the outcome of the research. 

Façade  of the meat grotto

Granite dry stone

Chestnut wood

Lime concrete

Lime plaster

Sheep wool

Clay granules
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The tectonic results show how the building principles 
from the research are applied in the technical solutions 
for the designs. The details shown in this chapter are 
applicable for the majority of tectonic solutions of all the 
interventions. The details are tectonic connections of the 
meat grotto and the foundation office and information 
point. 

The Tectonic results.
scale 1:10

Granite dry stone

Chestnut wood

Lime concrete

Lime plaster

Sheep wool

Clay granules

Detail h1: window frame - façade  
connection | p. 204 

Detail v1: roof-façade  connection 
and rooftop | p. 200 

Detail v2: section bridge, roof-façade  
connection | p. 201 

Detail v4: door frame bottom sill- foundation 
connection and ground floor| p. 203 

Detail v5: balcony - façade  - roof connection | p. 205

Detail v3: door frame lintel- façade  
connection and first floor | p. 202 
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Detail v1: roof-façade  
connection and rooftop

Exterior wall (outside - inside):
Granite dry stone wall 500mm 
Expanded clay granules 100-200mm Rc= 1,1-2,2 m2 K/W       
  (insulating core of dry stone wall) 
Plaster work of slaked lime 18mm

Wooden beam chestnut 150x150mm 
  - to mount the trusses and to 
    distribute the load of the roof

Roof (outside - inside):
Dry stacked granite slate stone roof covering around 50mm
Battening 22x44mm
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm 
Wooden trusses chestnut 150x150mm (in sight) 
Sheep wool insulation 100mm Rc= 2,86 m2 K/W
Battening 22x44mm
  between wooden beams for installation of ceiling
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm

Top stone in lime mortar
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Detail v2: section bridge, 
roof-façade  connection 

Wooden frame 38x89mm for joint sealing

Wooden louvres attached with
steel anchors to wood structure

Chestnut window frame with insulated glazing 
  thermally treated
Clear opening 2100*1700

Ceiling:
Wooden beams chestnut 150x150mm   
  to be partially placed in stone wall
Sheep wool insulation 100mm 
Battening 22x44mm 
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm

Floor:
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm
Wooden frame 38x89mm
Wooden beams chestnut 150x150mm   
  to be partially placed in stone wall
Sheep wool insulation 100mm 
Battening 22x44mm 
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm

Roof (outside - inside):
Dry tacked granite slate stone roof covering around 50mm
Battening 22x44mm
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm 
Wooden trusses chestnut 150x150mm (in sight) 
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Detail v3: door frame lintel- 
façade  connection and first 
floor

First floor:
Granite slate stone 50mm in lime mortar
Sand 80mm (for leveling inequalities of he wooden 
structure)
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm
Wooden beams chestnut 150x150mm (structure)
  to be partially placed in stone wall
Sheep wool insulation 100mm 
Battening 22x44mm 
  between wooden beams for installation of ceiling
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm

Exterior wall (outside - inside):
Granite dry stone wall 500mm 
Expanded clay granules 100-200mm Rc= 1,1-2,2 m2 K/W 
  (insulating core of dry stone wall) 
Plaster work of slaked lime 18mm

Slate stone extended out of wall
to prevent water to remain on top still

Wooden frame chestnut solid 600x50mm
  thermally treated

  

Chestnut door frame with insulated glazing 
  thermally treated
Clear opening 1860*2315 
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Detail v4: door frame bottom 
sill- foundation connection and 

ground floor

Ground floor (top - bottom):
Granite slate stone 50mm in lime mortar
Lime concrete 150mm (Sand/ lime/ granite gravel) 
  (structural layer)
Under floor heating tupes integrated
Expanded clay granules 200mm Rc= 2,2 m2 K/W 
  (insulation layer) 
Granite ruble around 400mm
  (depending on the ground underneath) 
  - for leveling and  terracing

Granite bottom still
under angle 

Granite drainage system 
filled with gravel

Foundation in lime mortar
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Detail h1: window frame - façade  
connection

Exterior wall (outside - inside):
Granite dry stone wall 500mm 
Expanded clay granules 100-200mm Rc= 1,1-2,2 m2 K/W       
  (insulating core of dry stone wall) 
Plaster work of slaked lime 18mm

Wooden frame chestnut solid 600x50mm
  thermally treated

Chestnut window frame with insulated glazing 
  thermally treated
Clear opening 1590*1740

Deep cavity for protection against solar radiation

Wooden inner frame 22*80 for joint sealing
between window frame and outer frame

425
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Detail v5: balcony - façade  - 
roof connection

Roof (outside - inside):
Dry tacked granite slate stone roof covering around 50mm
Battening 22x44mm
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm 
Wooden trusses chestnut 150x150mm (in sight) 

Wooden beam chestnut 150x150mm 
  to mount the trusses and to 
  distribute the load of the roof

Wooden railing chestnut 50x50mm 
  
Balcony floor (top - bottom):
Granite slate stone 50mm in lime mortar
Sand 80mm (for levelling inequalities of he wooden structure)
Wood boards chestnut  20x180mm
Wooden beams chestnut 150x150mm (structure)
  to be partially placed in stone wall
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Physical model 1:25 of the meat grotto
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Part six.

Conclusion
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The first semester of this graduation project offered the 
possibility to study architectural knowledge exchange 
within remote vernacular communities. In these 
communities sharing knowledge is essential in order to 
survive in the difficult alpine environment. The research 
revealed that to be able to build in a rural environment 
specific knowledge is required. This lead to the main 
goal for the second phase of the graduation, building 
contemporary architecture in a vernacular context by 
using the existing values of the place.

As Rudolfsky stated, a lot can be learned from 
vernacular architecture. Nevertheless, times change, 
along with our needs and standards. For this reason, 
many vernacular buildings require improvements to 
meet our contemporary needs.

A trip to Bellinzona, the project area of the studio, lead to 
the discovering of a vernacular village in the peripheral 
area of the city. The village Curzútt is at the edge of 
extinction by a strong demographic decline as a result 
of the migration of inhabitants to the cities in the valleys.   
The Curzútt foundation has worked on the revitalizing 
of the village and the choice was made to contribute to 
this goal by the design of new architectural interventions 
for the village. In this way, the findings from the first 
phase were put to the test in the main phase of this 
graduation project.

The eventual project aims to solve the problems in the 
village with the application of building knowledge from  
the existing architecture in the design of architectural 
interventions. Next to that, the project aims to be a 
continuation of the existing situation in building history, 
building culture and tectonics. The development of the 
design method proved to be the  biggest hurdle for this 
project.
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The research on the work of Caminada proved to be a 
valuable example that was used to develop the method.  
Visiting Vrin was an opportunity to experience a revived 
village and was used as an example. Eventually, the 
research on the existing building principles revealed 
valuable information for the design phase on different 
scales. The building principles, which required 
improvement to contemporary needs before application 
in the new designs, where further developed within 
the boundaries of the local available resources and 
craftsmanship. When analysing the three different 
scales, it is noticeable that the vast majority of the 
improvements took place on an architectural and a  
tectonic scale. From this fact, the conclusion can be made 
that when architecture is designed with the aim to fit in 
the existing situation, the contextual principles should 
be applied.

The choice for the five interventions originated from 
the large variety of goals of the Curzútt foundation. To 
make the village fully functioning again and to meet all 
the goals each of these interventions is needed. With 
the adding of grottoes to the existing program of the 
village, a vernacular function was used to solve the 
contemporary problems of the village. The grotto is a 
familiar function for the local population of Ticino. This 
increases the change of the frequent use of the village.

The size of this project, in comparison to the rest of the 
village, gives an indication on the size of the problems 
of the village and the great ambitions of the Curzútt 
foundation. From a realistic point of view, building 
these five interventions at once would be challenging   in 
relation to the scale of the village. Nevertheless, building 
one of  interventions or to build the project on a longer 
term would be an improvement on the situation of the 
village. Therefore, it can be said that the project will 
remain virtual to a certain extent. For future projects it 
provides an example, a method on how to approach a 
problem that occurs on a global scale. The designs in 

this project are an example on the possible outcome of  
applying the method. Eventually, the designs exist of a 
combination between the different building principles 
and can be seen as the answer on the main question of 
this project.

As a architecture student, the applied design method  
was a tool to approach this project in the unknown  
environment. Furthermore, the application of the 
method was used to expand my personal knowledge 
on the Swiss way of building. After all, the aim for this 
report is to provide a clear description on the subject for 
the readers to gain the required amount of knowledge to 
be able to approach a project in the same way. With the 
result of architecture that fits in the context in different 
ways. Architecture that can revitalize a problematic 
village and to develop a project in which different scales 
are important in achieving the main goal. 

This project can be seen as an example on how to 
approach a project which involves a contemporary 
design in a vernacular context. It contains a position 
about how to behave when building in this environment 
and which steps are connected to this position. 

To conclude, the hectic lives that people live in fully 
packed cities could eventually lead to realisation of 
the values of the rural areas and thereby cause a shift 
of inhabitants back to our original living environment. 
When this change happens the best scenario would be 
that the builders of the future would treat the vernacular 
context with respect. To use architecture for improving 
our living environment but to show a certain amount 
of modesty towards our building ancestors far from 
the individual preferences of the architect. To design 
architecture that builds upon the existing qualities 
of the place with the aim to preserve the local culture 
and create architecture that fits the place. To respect its 
vernacular values.

A vernacular solution to a 

Contemporary problem.
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