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The abbreviation BDE stands for a young team of architects in Winterthur that 
was founded six years ago by Philipp Brunnschweiler, Matthias Denzler and 
Oliver Erb, and was recently expanded to include Amadeus Dorsch. Since 
then, it has managed to erect a number of buildings and implement several 
renovations. 
My tour of the buildings took me to the Winterthur hinterland, through villages 
that each have their own character. Such diversity is the right grounding to 
interpret the buildings I visited, which could not be more different from each 
other. However they all have a common strategy of a strong reference to the 
existing environment. For instance the façade structure of the extension wing in 
Elsau (2003) repeats the existing building’s slatted facade columns in a varied 
form. The newly clad rectory in Steinhausen (2005) is a sophisticated, refreshing 
play on massive concrete facade slabs and a subtle redefinition of the order of 
the interior rooms. We see the pragmatic use of tiles to protect weather-facing 
facades of old agricultural buildings in the region through the use of rigorously 
tiled cladding for the extended municipal building in Dinhard (2008). It envelops 
both the old and new parts of the walls and roof area like a coat . Finally, the 
new building for a church hall in Wiesendangen (2007) is a poetic adaptation and 
reception of the diverse types of economic and residential buildings in the 
immediate vicinity – modest, yet confident at the same time – integrating them-
selves into the idyllic texture of buildings and outside spaces. Each of the dis-
cussed buildings is a miniature cosmos in its own right , just as each of these 
small, rural settlements is also a self-contained cosmos.

Lucerne, November 2008

Quart Publishers  Anthology 9



Primary school extension, Elsau ZH
Study project: 2001 / Construction: 2002–2003
The Elsau primary school is an ensemble of buildings from different periods. The 
extension is connected to the section of the school that was built in the 1980s 
and provides new classrooms and common rooms on two floors. The load trans-
fer to the existing cellar and the required covered playground are developed into 
an architectural theme. Grid-like supports create a spatial structure together 
with the façade. Their expression alternates between accomplished design and 
rigid statics. The row of supports tilts out-of-plumb, inwards on the ground floor 
and outwards towards the roof. The vivid shape of the structure becomes a 
symbol of the playful world of the children. In terms of the construction, the 
diagonally positioned supports serve to strengthen the building’s rigidity. All 
interior walls are non-bearing and the facade is glazed independently of the 
supporting structure.

Rectory, Steinhausen ZG
(with Schleiss + Zürcher Architekten, Steinhausen)
Study project: 2002 / Construction: 2004–2005
The old Steinhausen rectory is extended in a conversion and receives a new shell. 
The building becomes a striking link between the church square and the village 
square. The inviting canopy leads visitors to the entrance. The foyer and an 
interior courtyard form the centre of the new rectory. Two apartments with 
differing sizes and alignment are positioned on the upper floor. The distinctive 
staggered height of the building provides common rooms with high ceilings on 
the ground floor as well as privacy for the apartments. The façade consists of 
prefabricated concrete elements. Their dimensions and alignment smooth over 
the multi-storey character of the building. Crushed Andeer granite gives the 
concrete a shimmering, rough surface that contrasts with the dark coloured 
anodised aluminium windows. 

Church hall, Wiesendangen ZH
Study project: 2004 / Construction: 2006–2007
The new church hall accommodates a café, classrooms, a hall and rectory offices 
under a single roof close to the church. The specific architecture with a contorted 
gable roof and a facade of vertical wooden slats integrates the building into the 
historical village centre and is nevertheless contemporary. 
The facade is opened to different degrees depending on the function and align-
ment. The floor space of the three-storey building grows with each floor, adding 
elegance to the volume. The interior is characterised by the open staircase in 
glazed concrete that reaches up to the roof, as well as the maple louver board 



ceilings. Ceiling lights create appropriate illumination, dispersing it through the 
wooden slats and combining with Perspex cylinders in the staircase, which are 
a special reference to the history of the building and the community: They are 
printed with a flower ornament from the Baroque frescoes of the old church 
choir.

Municipal building extension, Dinhard ZH
Study project: 2006 / Construction: 2007–2008
The municipal building from the 1970s is extended to provide a library wing and 
receives a scaly shell of plain tiles. The uniform cladding refers to the building’s 
public use and distinguishes it from the surrounding residential buildings. The 
new public library is accommodated beneath the attached double gable. An 
open reading gallery follows the shape of the gable. The room radiates peace 
and security with its folded roof shapes and a few large-scale windows. The oak 
library furniture and a coloured floor add to the overall picture. The inner shell 
of exposed concrete flares out to provide a roomy entrance area.

Single family home, Hüttwilen TG
Construction: 2007
The single family home is situated above the village centre of Hüttwilen on a 
south-facing slope with a view of the distant Säntis Mountain. The compact build-
ing with a garage, courtyard and terrace is integrated into the green environment 
on the edge of a forest. A split-level interior organisation reacts to the sloped 
location and gives some of the rooms high ceilings. The three main rooms are 
conceived around one exterior space. So the combined kitchen and living room 
is aligned towards the north, while the high salon faces the courtyard towards the 
terrace on the west side. The garden room faces the playing area to the south. 
The homogeneous plaster façade is painted in a striking berry red. It contrasts 
with the green of the summer and adds fresh radiance in a wintry environment. 
The large windows are mounted in aluminium alloy frames. Inside, the walls are 
covered in extremely fine grain lime plaster. The floor, stairs and seating furni-
ture in the salon are all made of nutwood. All carpentry work and the window 
frames are painted or varnished in light, soft earthy colours.

Residential building extension, Winterthur
Construction: 2008
The existing residential building from the 1930s was extended to add a living 
room, a terrace and a hobby room in the cellar. The extension is enclosed in a 
vertical trellis structure to form an abstract unit that recalls garden themes. The 
slats simultaneously serve as the enclosure for the terrace, a safety barrier for 



the living room and as a screen for privacy and sun protection. The extension 
contrasts with the existing building and radiates a calm unity through its mate-
rials of exposed concrete, iron mica-coloured aluminium and dark granite.

Apartment buildings Vicus, Seuzach ZH
Competition: 2006 / Construction: 2007–2009
The five apartment houses and their exterior spaces form a distinct ensemble 
with two squares that is connected to the quarter by a fine network of paths. 
The floor plans of the apartments are classically developed according to the 
“room to room” principle, with consecutive, hierarchically ordered rooms. A 
central hall is the first element of each apartment, serving as a vestibule with a 
large entrance area and a high use value. An evenly plastered grid encloses the 
facades of the five buildings. Its fine proportions highlight their lightness and 
connect the different volumes to create a unity. The surfaces are kept in a light, 
sandy coloured tone with very fine coloured elements. Entrance recesses, flan-
ning and veranda walls set themselves apart through their colour and grain.

Archhöfe residential and commercial building, Winterthur
Competition: 2003 / Construction: from 2009
The new building project with shops, a hotel, offices and town apartments 
forms the southern enclosure of the Bahnhofplatz square in Winterthur. Its 
volume is the result of an urban planning reaction to the environment and its 
significance as a public building. The edges of the block are shaped by the differ-
ent buildings opposite them. The monolithic building with a changing roof form 
and introverted courtyards accommodates the different uses  to create an archi-
tectural unity, giving the location a new identity. It is a hybrid of two types that 
dominate the town: the perimeter block development and the monumental 
public building. The ensemble’s concrete elements are coloured and mixed 
with sand. The surface is sand-blasted and the joints are filled with mortar. The 
building thereby highlights its monolithic character and establishes a relation-
ship with various individual buildings that have sandstone facades around 
Winterthur’s old town.
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