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The history of horisberger wagen is very special: In 2000, Reto Gafner and  
Detlef Horisberger founded their architectural off ice Gafner & Horisberger. 
After the untimely death of Reto Gafner in 2003, Detlef Horisberger continued  
to run the office under its existing name until 2007. During that period, a num-
ber of school buildings in the Zürcher Oberland region were built . Since 2008, 
Detlef Horisberger and Mario Wagen, who had been working for Gafner & 
Horisberger from an early stage, managed the office under its new name horis-
berger wagen in Zurich. 
The “In der Höh” comprehensive school in Volketswil is an elongated two- 
storey facility in which countless classrooms and convertible universal rooms are 
accommodated. The first stage, involving a quarter of the grounds, was com-
pleted in 2003. Inner courtyards permeate the flat figure. Public walkways and 
zones with the quality of urban squares are aligned along those spacious court - 
yard areas, adding a touch of noblesse to their specific spatial characteristics. In 
the exterior, we encounter tectonics that are as simple as they are impressive.  
Powerful concrete facing characterises the floor slabs, intermediate ceiling and 
roof panels. In between, there are closed wall sections made of Roman traver-
tine and wooden framed window fronts. A uniform scale regulates the façades,  
while a lively interplay between the open and closed sections covers the  
exterior and courtyard façades. The few natural materials, their colouring, the 
simple sculptural façade structure and the reserved interplay of the wall sec-
tions give the building an exceptionally uniform tone and a memorable poetry. 
In two other school buildings and also in more recent buildings and projects, 
visual themes are implemented in a way that always leads to a coherent, sono-
rous expression. 
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In der Höh Comprehensive School, Volketswil
Competition in 2000, 1st prize; construction 2001–2003

A comprehensive school with a kindergarten, primary school and secondary 
school was planned in three construction stages in a new quarter.  A large- 
scale urban form counters the heterogeneous urban planning situation with its 
fragmentary structures. The new development is regarded as a public buil-
ding and has the effect of generating a new centre for the quarter, giving the 
location an identity. The low volume occupies the entire plot and is permeated 
by a network of public walkways. A “town inside the building” was developed 
using “streets” at the perimeters of the staggered construction stages, creating a  
series of squares and differentiated courtyard situations. The new educational 
concept developed together with representatives of the school and the com-
munity achieves its architectural expression in the convertible multipurpose 
rooms and the open cultural space.

Breite Sixth Form College, Hinwil
Competition in 2001, 1st prize; construction 2002–2004

An existing sixth form college campus from the 50s and 70s was extended with 
a new building. It creates a new centre and thereby clarif ies the diffuse situa-
tion of the school campus. The central placement of a cube creates three clearly  
square-like exterior spatial situations on the slightly elevated plateau. The  
solid expression of the building is enhanced by the earthy tone of the exterior. 
The horizontally applied, structured plaster was painted in several layers using 
a glazing technique so that different colour and tone gradations dominate  
depending on the light conditions. Inside, the massive accessing core forms a 
spatial structure. Exciting insights open up as one walks through the building. 
Precisely placed loggias articulate picturesque views into the wide open environ-
ment of the Zürcher Oberland region.

Primary School, Egg, Wetzikon
Competition in 2001, 1st prize; construction 2001–2002; extension 2011–2012

The Egg school grounds located in the centre of Wetzikon have been exten-
ded with a primary school building. The competition in 2001 already involved  
developing a staggered plan including a later primary school building, which 
was then built in 2012. The school building is a monolithic block that is inserted 



into the sloping terrain and is perceived at its conclusion at the public street. 
The longitudinal extension of the building becomes apparent in the 5.50 metre  
wide accessing corridor and its relationship to the topographical situation. The 
hard exterior of the fair-faced concrete continues in the accessing area. The 
classrooms however are warm and have the analogy of a jewellery box. The 
windows of the classrooms on the southern side have dark frames, with the effect  
of also capturing the landscape as one looks outwards. 

Hörnen House, Bauma
Construction 2008–2009

The building that was constructed in 1805 and partly used as a stable barn was 
converted into a building for two different generations. Only the masonry wall 
that used to surround the stable was preserved. The volume requiring preser-
vation was extended with massive, prefabricated wooden elements and clad in 
a wooden façade. As in a traditional farmhouse, the wooden boards were car-
ved on their exterior sides to create an individual overall pattern. The house 
has hypocaust heating. Warm air rises from the central stove to the attic via a 
heat transfer surface. The vertical access is developed around this massive he-
ating core. The other surfaces of the house are entirely made of spruce wood, 
creating the impression of a textile skin.

Weinberg School, Zurich
Competition in 2009, 1st prize; construction 2010–2012

In addition to renovating the late classical school building, the intention was 
to extend it with an after-school centre for the basement and a multifunctio-
nal hall in the attic. The procedure for renovating the school building, which 
was constructed in 1891, picked up on old ideas and reinterpreted them. So 
elements such as the parapet panelling that were removed during an earlier  
renovation were reintroduced in the staircase and accessing area. The new wall 
panelling in green tones meanders through the entire building and re-esta- 
blishes the lost sense of scale. In the converted attic, a surrounding walkway 
provides access to the multifunctional hall. The hall is clad in f ine wooden  
panels and characterised by the new small-scale, folded roof end. The lighting 
atmosphere in the wooden multifunctional hall is determined by the skylights 
oriented towards the north. 



Claridenhütte, SAC Bachtel, Altenorenstock
Competition in 2009

The hut built by the SAC in 1942 had to be extended and adapted to current 
requirements during overall renovation work. A second asymmetrical roof  
develops out of the existing volume on the northern side and is drawn down-
wards to the strongly sloping ground. The expressive volume it thereby crea-
tes is located in the Alpine massif and appears as an architectural component of 
the mountainous landscape. The expression of the Claridenhütte, which was 
built as a stone hut, changes with the extension depending on the perspective  
of view. The new striking northern roof surface, which includes a “watchful 
eye” in the form of a panorama window, follows mountain hikers as they climb 
up the Fisetengrat slope. When one approaches the hut, the extension section 
increasingly disappears into the background, so that visitors are welcomed by 
the familiar image of the “old” Claridenhütte.

Nature Museum, St. Gallen
Competition in 2009, 3rd prize

Since the facility of the original Nature Museum in the centre of town had  
become too small, the periphery was chosen for the museum’s new location. 
The property is situated very close to the motorway. The adjoining St. Maria/ 
Neudorf church creates a portal to the town together with the opposite Not-
kerianum residence for the elderly. The building, its placement and height  
development are reserved in the heterogeneous townscape and do not under-
mine existing hierarchies. A winding path connects the museum to the associa-
ted botanical garden in the north. A massive, earthy volume forms the core of 
the building. This structure “accompanies” visitors when walking through the 
building; access is provided around and through it . Single-flight stairs connect 
the foyer and the exhibition rooms with the heart of the building: an extra-high 
room that is made out of hollowed stone in accordance with the crystalline in-
terior. Targeted views outwards and backwards accompany the walk through 
the building. 



Municipal Building, Unterengstringen
Competition in 2011, 1st prize

The new replacement for a municipal building will be constructed in the centre 
of Unterengstringen. The elongated building has a strong presence through its 
corner position in the townscape. The newly created public space is situated on 
the way to the old school building and acts as an area to meet and gather. The 
counter halls, which are designed in an open way, are alternately aligned along 
the central staircase. That principle intertwines the building with the exterior 
space and creates a relationship between the individual storeys. The large volume  
is broken up by a finely structured wooden façade. Vertical posts interspersed 
with wooden and glass elements add rhythm to the façades and mediate bet-
ween the large-scale new building and the smaller-scale surroundings.  

Residential Building, Pfäffikon
Construction in 2010

The contextual framework for this small conversion project was a densely de-
veloped quarter with single-family homes on a southern slope in Pfäffikon with 
many small 1920s houses that however express a stately, present character. Un-
like the many neighbouring buildings, this one did not have an attic that could be 
used for residential purposes. Beneath a low, slanting gable roof, there was previ-
ously only a small screed room that was replaced by a new structure in the form 
of a steep gable roof lid. The geometrically autonomous roof construction was 
prefabricated using wooden elements and quasi rests on the “base volume”. The 
façade shell consists of a crossed pine-panel cladding and a vertical larch post. 
The access side facing the neighbouring buildings in the north is rather closed;  
the small opening in the hat-like structure only becomes apparent from a frontal  
view. The attic, which was developed as a library, has a large pivoting window 
that provides a picturesque view of Lake Pfäffikon towards the Alps.



Old Town Houses, Untere Halde, Baden
Competition in 2011, 1st prize; construction 2012–2014

Two medieval houses on the edge of Baden’s old town needed renovation. The 
monumental preservation authorities stipulated special requirements, since one 
of the buildings is preservation-listed. The exterior appearance towards the 
old town remains largely unchanged. A veranda layer consisting of an intricate  
wooden structure is intended for the southern side that is oriented towards the 
River Limmat. That creates attractive exterior spaces for the apartments without 
interfering with the existing substance of the old city wall. The veranda layer is 
distinctively designed. The varying height and thickness of the railing allows it to 
provide individual levels of intimacy. Inside, the given structure of the firewalls 
was assumed and highlighted as a quality hallmark for the different apartments. 

Residential and Office Building, Wetzikon
Competition in 2006, 1st prize

The starting point of the design was the villa that required replacing and its old 
trees in the garden. In the context of large-scale buildings and infrastructural 
facilities, a large residential and office building is planned. The L-shaped buil-
ding developed from the interior spatial figure combines with the neighbouring 
building to create a clear courtyard space, the garden. The tower-like corner 
development ensures a strong presence in the urban environment. Loggias at 
the ends of the wings create a connection between the building, the surroun-
ding green areas and the urban space. The apartments are characterised by good 
lighting conditions and flexible floor plans. The entire dimensions of each apart-
ment can be grasped immediately from any position through the use of sliding 
doors along the inner façade. 

Residential Building, Oberrieden
Construction 2012–2013

The property of the residential building situated on the left bank of Lake Zurich 
is characterised by its sloping location and its position between a quiet quarter 
street on one side and the train track on the other. From the apartments, one 
looks out onto the lake and the mountains. The building is staggered up the hill 



like a split-level house. The compact volumetrics allow the green area around 
the house to remain as large as possible. The expression of the house is cha-
racterised by dark, waved ceramic plates. The precise division of the ground 
plan into private and public areas is a main priority of the design. The bedrooms 
form a unit with the bathrooms, so that one does not need to enter the more 
public areas of the apartments when moving between them. The public rooms 
with the kitchen, living room and dining room also create one spatial grouping 
together with the projecting terrace.

Bernerstrasse Residential Estate, Zurich
Competition in 2001, 6th prize

There are plans to densify the Grünau quarter situated on the western edges 
of Zurich. The small-scale structure will be replaced by a new major residential 
estate, which will have a regenerative effect on the quarter by accommodating 
business and cultural uses. Three polygonal buildings are placed in analogy to 
the existing housing association estates of the 1970s. The meandering overall 
appearance blurs the plot boundaries and weaves the newly created, large-scale 
exterior spaces into the existing Grünau settlement. The apartments are orga-
nised along a series of one and a half storey rooms. The extra-high, public main 
room is oriented towards both building sides. The partially elevated level of the 
apartment ensures additional intimacy for more private areas. 

Brünnen Residential Estate, Bern
Competition in 2011, 3rd prize

The newly developing district of Bern-Brünnen is especially characterised by the 
expressively designed “West Side” shopping centre. The perimeter develop-
ment delineates the street space and creates a semi-private, large-scale court- 
yard. This signature residential courtyard is able to fulfil today’s requirements  
of living between the city and the countryside. The design’s loggias are a  
characteristic element that covers the entire depth of the ground plan. The 
energy-efficient exterior spaces that are formulated as conservatories provide  
maximum privacy and individual occupation. The kitchens, which are posi-
tioned between the more public areas, act as a joint between inner and outer 
spaces. The rooms’ utilization is not specified and can be adapted individually. 



Municipal Building, Meilen
Competition in 2010, 1st prize; construction 2012–2014

In addition to extending the municipal building, it was necessary to f ind a  
solution for the adjoining community square. The square was freed of the  
noisy traffic and given a large-scale underground car park to make it more attrac- 
tive for pedestrians. A new café concludes the elevated plateau towards the 
south. A symbiosis between old and new was achieved by extending the muni-
cipal building that was constructed in 1913. The decision to build onto the ori-
ginal rear façade to the south allows the historical appearance to be preserved 
on the street side and also gives the building a new “face” towards the square. 
A room that was formerly used to dry fire service hoses will be reopened and 
converted to become the heart of the building. The new atrium that is lit from 
the roof serves as an accessing and gathering area for all departments. Preser-
ving the historical staircase generates a split-level type that mediates between 
the old and new sections of the building. 

Municipal Building, Schwarzenburg
Competition in 2009; construction 2010–2012

The extension is built onto the north-western corner of the existing structure 
and thereby forms a spatial background for the older building. The existing stair-
case forms a connection between old and new. The old building has been gently 
renovated and lost qualities restored. The new building’s interior organisation is 
oriented towards the functionally designed ground plan of the existing munici-
pal building. Elements of the exterior design are derived from the old building, 
such as the colour and form of the roof as a distinctive, materialised volume. 
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