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Laurent Stalder and Sandra 
Bradvic Foreword To begin at the 
beginning: classi  cal architectural theory puts 
the drawing at the beginning. Due to its 
abstract   ness and universality the drawing is 
the most obvious adjunct to the idea and is 
therefore laced at the beginning of the design 
process, whereas other forms of 
representation such as perspectives or 
models—antici pations of built reality—are 
intended as a means to examin a building and 
its compo nents prior to their realization. The 
stages of a design project , from an idea to a 
realized building, are in this way hierarchically 
and chrono logi cally f ixed. The individual 
projects presented here may be read in this 
same se quence. Abstract graphic 
illustrations—ground plans, sections and 
eleva tions—are followed by the ‘illusionistic’ 
forms of representation—rendering or photo
graphy. And the same applies to the sequence 
of the accompanying texts. They lead from 
the analysis of the design process through 
that of the indivi dual buildings, up to the 
theoretical classif ication of the work. This 
arrange ment , which organizes the interre
lation ship between drawing and photography, 
illus trations and text , still repre sents only 
one possible approach. Yet to shift one’s 
perspective and regard the book, not as an 
illustration of a design process but as an 
independent object , is to open up a variety of 
approaches. Thus the illustrations—plans, 
renderings, but also photographs—are without 
exception newly created digital images that 
allow the supposedly imagined world of 
draw ing to merge with the reproduced world 
of photography. The projects in turn do not 
follow an order based on chronology, 
typology or scale but are sub ordi nate rather, 
to the argumentation in each individual text . 

Finally the texts, which arise from the 
architectural work, are illustrated with small 
format pic tures from the architect’s Icono gra
phic Autobiography, which as a personal 
compilation of mental images in turn served 
as a basis for the projects. Each dif ferent 
viewpoint allows a dif ferent beginning: it is 
the text that stipulates the order of the 
projects; it is the illustrations from the 
Iconographic Auto biog raphy that are updated 
in the projects; it is the plan that precedes 
the digital images; it is the renderings that call 
into question the visual reality of the 
photographs; and it is also the content that 
determines the book’s form, and the book’s 
form that organizes the content . Mental and 
real images; photo graphs and plans; 
illustration and model; text and image; 
support and medium; all of these constantly 
change sequence depending on the authors’ 
viewpoints, and force the reader to perman
ently redef ine the beginning. This is therefore 
not a book that retro spec tively summarizes 
the architect’s designs but f irst and fore most 
an inde pendent object that invites 
exploration. If this is illustrative then only in 
that it demonstrates a method for precisely 
investiga ting the foundations of a project , and 
for reimagining the latter’s structure. To f ind 
the beginning therefore means, also for the 
reader, to adopt a perspective from which to 
query a project . Insofar one never stands at 
its beginning nor at its end but always—as is 
the case right now—somewhere in the middle 
of it .



Laurent Stalder Fifty-five Images The 
term “iconographic autobiography” under 
which, in 2006, Valerio Olgiati published a 
collection of 55 small pic tu res —which 
accompanies the essays in this present 
volume—says more about what the collection 
is not than about what it is.1 It is not a handy 
guide to iconog raphy in the sense of a 
systematic encyclopaedia that might serve as 
a work of reference on architectural issues 
and motifs. On the contrary, the collection 
def ies inclusion in any single category, be it 
on the basis of type, topic , me di um, content 
or the place or period of origin: archi tec tural 
plans (12), photo graphs (30), prints (2), oil 
paintings (6), water colors (1) and f ilm
clippings (1) alternate in a seemingly arbitrary 
sequence. The architectural images origina
ting from Europe (14), Asia (11), America (10) 
and Africa (1) cons titute by far the major part 
of the collection yet a number of landscapes 
(8), genre paintings (2), abstract compositions 
(2) and a single still life (1) also feature.  Of 
the 36 illus trations of monumental and 
anony mous architec ture, only eight buildings 
date from the 20th century. The captions that 
accom pany the pictures at f irst seem equally 
cryptic: “Zevreila reservoir” is refer red to as 
an “artif icial lake” for example; an 
illumination by the Limbourg bro  thers as an 
“abstract and ideal” illustration; and the 
proportions of the Palazzo Strozzi are 
described as demon strating an “extre me 
displacements of mea sures.” Elsewhere praise 
is given to architec tural craftsmanship such as 
the “absolute” or “inconceivable precision” 
of an example of a Japanese dovetail joint or 
of the masonry of a wall in Cuzco. Yet nor 
is the collection an autobiography in the 
sense of an illus tra tion of the author’s life. 
Certainly, alongside factual descriptions of 

specif ic buildings, artworks and places—“very 
dif ferent hier ar chies of space” (Column 
Palace in Mitla), for example, “nonmodular” 
(Barnett Newman, Onement 1, 1948), “cultic 
projec tion of the universe” (Monte Albán), 
“inf inite wealth of possibilit ies of 
interpretation” (Sigurd Lewe rentz, Church in 
Klippan, 1962–1966), or “static calcu la tions” 
(Eladio Dieste, Centro Comercial, 1985)—
which scrutinize each picture’s subject matter, 
one also f inds remarks with a perso nal touch 
such as “magic beauty” (Fatehpur Sikri), 
“happy man [with a] hand some mus tache” 
(Indian miniature, c . 1760), or “appa ri tion” 
(Taj Mahal). Other illustrations such as the 
stable “of the Olgiati family in Flims,” the 
small landscape painting of the Palazzo 
Odescalchi by Jean Dubois, which “hung near 
Valerio Olgiati’s cot ,” or the f ive houses 
designed by Tadao Ando, Kazuo Shinohara, 
John Lautner, Villanova Artigas or Paolo 
Mendes da Rocha, which the author “would 
live in” also evi dently have biographical 
conno tations. Ano ther part of the collection 
comprises photographs or memen tos of the 
archi tect’s travels: pictures of the grounds of 
Crathes Castle or Fatehpur Sikri, for 
example, or the aforementioned Indian minia
ture. Neverthe less, the collection neither 
constitutes an autobiog raphy in the sense of a 
pictorial recol lec tion of the architect’s life 
nor is it to be valued simply as an attempt at 
inven tory. Although the images ref lect the 
author’s personal experience, their purpose 
by far exceeds any mere accumula tion of 
perso nal souvenirs. Valerio Olgiati’s intent in 
collating the Iconographic Auto bio graphy is 
more funda men tally to demonstrate an 
authoritative and hence superordinate order 
in architectural thought , which underpins his 
own work. To interpret the Icono graphic 



Auto bio graphy merely as a design instrument 
means to decipher its signs, 2 of which the 
individual images already signify a multitude: 
the com po  si t ion of the Ionic temple plans 
refers to those of organi za tional struc ture; 
the crosssec  tion of Borthwick Castle to 
those of spatial hier archy; the shaded color 
drawing of San Cataldo cemetery to those of 
meta physi cal ima gery; the detail of a terra
cotta façade to those of craftsman ship; the 
f ilm still of Brigitte Bardot—pre  sum ably—to 
those of wishful thinking. The indivi dual 
ima ges can be endlessly rearranged to form 
innumerable new connec tions, which, given 
the enigmatic cap tions, can lead to ever new 
inter pre ta tions—and, in the absence of clear 
guide lines, also to misinterpretations. These 
signs, which account for the Icono graphic 
Autobio graphy’s coherence, refer—in a 
simplif ied manner and to an increasing degree 
of abstraction—to three possible levels of 
interpreting the collection: a transient one 
that encom pas ses the atmos  phere of the 
ima ges; a compositional one that con cerns 
ques ti ons of ge ometry; and a concep tual one 
that relates to its inner structure. Origi 
nally, ‘atmosphere’ describes the gas 
surrounding a solid. In the three late 18th and 
early 19th cen tury oil paintings reproduced in 
the Icono gra phic Auto biography it dissol ves 
at dusk in a yellowgreen or blue haze the 
silhou ette of ships in the harbor of Sevasto
pol (Ivan Konstantinovich Aiva sovsky, Great 
View of the Harbor of Sevastopol, 1852), the 
horizon line of the hills of Tahiti (William 
Hodges, View of Point Venus and Matavai Bay, 
1773), or a vista of Venice (Francesco Guardi, 
Gondola on the Lagoon, 1765). In the photo
graphs of Fatehpur Sikri (as well as in Valerio 
Olgia ti’s competition draw ings based on 
them), the edges of buil dings are obscu red by 

mist and merge with the surroun  dings as an 
atmos phe ric entity, dependent on weather 
and time. It is no coinci dence that the cloud 
with its elusive, imma terial, indef inite shape—
so ubiqui tous in the Iconogra phic Auto biog
raphy—has in Western painting repea tedly 
represented the bounds of that which can be 
repre sented, the dissolution of form in favor 
of the enigmatic .3 In the Icono graphic 
Autobiography, too, atmos phere describes 
that for which no terms of description exist . 
Beneath a travel sketch by William Hodges 
stands the caption, “This is what the world 
one did not know looked like.” Similarly, the 
Iconographic Auto biography refers to the Taj 
Mahal as an “apparition” whilst the light
f looded space of Sigurd Lewe rentz’s St . 
Peter’s church is praised for its “inf inite 
wealth of precise possi bilit ies of inter pre
tation.” Indeed, atmo sphere in architecture 
begins where cons truc tion ends. It describes 
vibrancy in terms of the color, light , odor or 
humi dity by which a building establishes its 
outward appea ran ce.4 Being thus commi tted 
to a tradition that understands architecture as 
the art of illusion, it ranges from the trompe
l’œil of the Ba roque to the un cons cious 
alphabet of metaphysical architecture, or the 
meticu lously docu mented moods of the Swiss 
Analogen. It is that which deter mines the 
surfaces conf ining a space, which mediate 
between a building and its surroundings by 
means of struc ture, tex ture, material, color 
and orna ment . In Olgiati’s built work it is the 
interior wall of the school in Paspels, shaped 
like a folding screen; the rosette façade of 
Linard Bardill’s studio in Scharans; or the 
exterior stone wall of Das Gelbe Haus in 
Flims, stripped of its plaster coating. Signs of 
atmo sphere thus des cribe what is ephemeral, 
particular or mutable in the world of 



architec ture, such as light or weather 
conditions on a glazed wall, the desire for 
play with geometrical orna ments, the marks 
of time inscribed in an exposed wall. Atmos
phere is f leeting and extrinsic also in the 
f igura tive sense. Its mea ning is relative; one 
that ephe meral circumstance may only brief ly 
f ix in an image. Conversely, it can antici pate 
in the preliminary drawing an idealized world 
that has not yet begun to exist . It is no 
coinci dence that the same hazy mood 
shrouds a shot of Fatehpur Sikri and the 
competition drawings for the Lear ning Center 
in Lau sanne or the National Palace Museum in 
Taipei. In the desire to control even that 
which lies beyond the building, the “magic 
beau ty” of the Indian site has there long since 
spread from the single structure to its entire 
surroun dings. While the f irst realm of the 
Iconographic Autobio g raphy is that of atmos
phere, the second revolves around geometry. 
While the former mani fests on the surface, 
the latter f inds its expression within the 
object: in the building itself, in furniture, or 
even in the picture frame. It is their geo metry 
that bonds the rigid, underlying grid of the 
Iconographic Auto bio  graphy, the rec  tan gular 
or square picture frames and the individual 
images as a single entity, the legitimacy of 
which is constituted, beyond its specif ic visual 
con tent , by a variety of regular shapes—the 
triangle, square and circle—and variations 
thereof—expanded, doubled, added or 
divided, along their sym me trical axis, di ag
onally, or proportionally. It is geometry that 
links the most diverse illus tra tions: the square 
picture format of the miniature of the Lim
bourg brothers from Les Très Riches Heures 
du Duc de Berry (1412–1415) and Robert 
Ryman’s Winsor 5 (1965); the “nonmodular” 
division into three parts of Barnett Newman’s 

Onement 1 (1948) and the f loor plan of 
Parpan Castle; the central triangular f ig ure of 
the Japanese dovetail joint of the Fujiyama 
and the drawing of Aldo Rossi’s cemetery in 
Modena (1971–1983); and the physicality of 
the cen tral motif in the illustrations of the 
Palazzo Strozzi and the clif fs of the Strom bo 
licchio. If there exists a development in the 
Icono graphic Auto bio  graphy, then only that 
of variation on the geometric pattern, be this 
chro no   lo gi cally determined, as in the 
sequential development of Ionic temples 
bet ween the 8th and the 4th century B.C.; 
syntactical, as in the variations of Donald 
Judd’s courtyard hous es; or proportional, as 
in the synoptic chart of Doric columns in 
Delphi. The individual image thereby 
constitutes not a con clusion but rather one 
episode within the endless variations on a 
simple basic geo me trical shape, which is 
described in the captions as “abstract and 
ideal,” “clear,” “absolutely precise” or 
“artif icial.” Seen from this perspec tive, the 
ideal buil ding types of the classical tradition—
comprehensively featured in the Icono graphic 
Autobio g raphy, from the Greek temple 
(Erecht heion), the Renais sance palace 
(Benedetto da Maiano, Palazzo Strozzi, 1489–
1539), the Neoclassical patrician house (Carl 
Fried rich Schinkel, Feilner House, 1828–
1830) and the Modernist highrise (Louis 
Sulli    van & Dankmar Adler, Guaranty Building, 
1894–1895), through to the ratio   nalist 
infrastruc turecomplex of the 1970s (Aldo 
Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, 1971–1983) —
can be easily linked by the criterion of 
simplicity to the great monu  ments of world 
architecture: the Temple of Dendera, the 
Mitla , the Izumo Taisha Shrine or the Taj 
Mahal. Removed from their histo rical or 
geographical con text , these examples refer to 



a selfreferen tial formal debate within an 
architectural repertoire that is understood to 
be autonomous, the methodo logy of which is 
oriented toward its geometric coher
ence.5 To under stand archi tec ture as a 
prob  lem of geo metry means to under stand 
archi tecture as an autono mous dis cipline, the 
gram mar of which is aesthetic , regar dless of 
any changes in the technical, social or 
economic world.6 In this respect the 
Iconographic Autobio g raphy follows a 
phenomeno lo gical tradition that ascribes 
corresponding physiolo gical and psychological 
laws of perception to the laws of form.7 It 
f inds its correla tion in architectural theory in 
E. L . Boullée’s “effets des corps,” Le Corbu
sier’s “émotion supéri eure,” Minimal Art 
representatives’ “gestalt sensa  tions” or in the 
“ forme forte” of the Swiss School of the 
1990s, all of which connec ted the simplicity 
of geometrical shapes with the materia
lization of an ordering prin ciple. In this 
tradition stand those signs of geometry 
expressed in Olgiati’s collection of images 
and in the grammar of his entire œuvre, with 
its countless variations on the square, rec
tangle or circle and, in certain cases, also on 
the triangle: the cube of House K+N in 
Wollerau, doubled in the Natio nal Park 
Center in Zernez; the cylinder of the Medical 
Center in the United Arab Emirates or the 
elliptic roof aperture of the Studio Bardill in 
Scharans; the pyramidshaped roof of Das 
Gelbe Haus in Flims or the trian gu lar f igures 
of the exhibition pavilion spaces at the 
Expo.02 in Biel. The third level of the auto
bio  graphy is that of struc ture. Whilst the 
signs of atmosphere unify the individ ual 
images in terms of their color mood and the 
signs of geometry connect them in terms of 
their compositional regula rities, the signs of 

structure link them in terms of their inner 
coherence. Struc ture does not belong to the 
realms of surface or body (even though it 
does not exclude these), but rather to the 
realm of architectural conception. This is 
expressed in the captions to the pic ture 
collection in terms such as “spatial 
hierarchy,” “static calculations,” or “ fantastic 
construction,” which characterize the spatial 
sequence of the Column Palace in Mitla , the 
loadbearing structure of Eladio Dieste’s 
department store in Montevideo or Aldo 
Rossi’s analogue de sign method for the 
cemetery in Modena.8 As a static principle, a 
means of spatial organization or an access 
system, it brings toge ther the diverse parts of 
a building in perpetually new meaningful 
units.9 Fur ther sequences might be 
established in terms of con structive, 
typological or thematic relation ships. The 
Iconographic Autobiography accordingly 
distin guishes itself by presenting a number of 
viewpoints or con cep tual models that 
supersede the atmospheric or geometric 
ordering of things in favor of multi layered 
abstract links and connections. The signs of 
structure belong thus to a world that builds 
on the conceptual coherence of its cons tantly 
changing rela tions. This ambiguity also 
characterizes the captions written beneath 
individual images in the collection. In several 
instances—including, sig ni f i cantly, some that 
epitomize classical architectural tradition—the 
archi tect’s subversive regard challenges esta
bli shed systems of classif ication; the caption 
for Palazzo Strozzi, for example: “Invisible 
blind storeys oriented toward the inner 
court . Extreme displace ments of mea sures on 
the exterior;” for Schinkel’s Feilner House: 
“The sequen ce of rooms can only be 
understood on the plan;” or for Shinohara’s 



Tanikawa House: “This house appears unruly, 
although it is compo sed of three equal parts.” 
Here, a comprehensive and unifying reading 
of the architectural object has been abrogated 
in favor of a variety of divergent perspectives, 
which according to the viewer’s stand point 
can continually dis  close new rules.10 In this 
respect , the Iconogra phic Auto biography is 
also the expression of a more fundamental 
questioning of Modern ism’s classif ication 
systems and their attributes—uniformity, 
simpli city, auto nomy and elementary character, 
for example—in favor of a more mobile, 
individual view. This questioning also informs 
Olgiati’s designs: the slight distortion of the 
cube in Paspels; the increasing deformation of 
the regular ground grid by vertical and 
horizon tal forces in the upper storeys of the 
projects in Lucerne, Lausanne or Taipei;11 the 
symmetrically arranged windows of the 
National Park Center, the views from which 
are however rende red distinctly asymmetrical 
by the buil d ing’s spatial organization.12 The 
viewer’s shifting vantage point , as revealed in 
the personal character of the collection, thereby 
not so much expresses desire for a subjective 
form but rather—against a background of 
fundamental distrust of any ideological pre
cept—more com prehensively ref lects a shift 
from the archi   tec tural object and its a priori 
order to the designer and his personal en
coun ter with the entire context . Olgiati had 
explicit ly stated this point in his brief 
introduc tion to the collection: the illus trations 
were about “images” stored in his head; these 
pictures were always somehow present during 
the process of “designing” or “inventing;” 
they form the basis of his projects because, 
for him, it has always been a matter of building 
something related to these ima ges. However, 
this concession to the individuality of 

architectural thin king is follo w ed a few lines 
later by the demand for a more universally 
valid order: he wished to move beyond these 
ima ges, suff iciently far beyond them for his 
archi tecture to become nonrefe ren tial. Yet , 
already in the next sentence he had to 
concede that this wasn’t poss ible, and there
fore conclu ded: “This con  tra diction forces me 
to think, to select , and ulti ma tely to de sign 
an archi tecture that in the end is ‘merely’ 
abstract and there fore, if possible, dense and 
rich.” The confrontation with the past here 
descri bed is an indivi dua lis tic one, in which 
an architectural design—under stood as a 
creative act—can ulti ma tely ensue solely and 
exclusively from the juxtapo si tion of images 
stored in the mind and the concrete building 
task at and. Alone this approach makes it 
possible to overcome a priori judge ments of a 
historical, social, or technical nature and to 
use the singular structural order of every new 
project to attain the essential dif ference: 
namely, to trans cend mere repetition of a 
certain atmosphere or form and radi cally 
recons truct its every aspect. Such confron tation 
may indeed be a subjective, individualized 
affair yet it is simul taneously a universal one, 
in that such an undertaking fosters essen tial 
ref lec tion on the rules of the dis ci pline, 
above and beyond the concrete condi tions of 
any indi vi dual building task.13 Thus, if the 
picture collec   tion can be spoken of as an 
Iconographic Autobiography, then only be
cause it illustrates a path to cogniz ance, which 
was followed individually:14 “For about a year 
I ’ve tried, in conver sations with my staff, to 
choose only images that had a distinct and 
determi ning signif icance for our, my work.” 
Even if these images belong to the archi tect’s 
personal trove of unique exper ience, they 
are—as the basis of a de sign—directed at the 



present , not f ixed on the past: “They’re 
present when I’m sitting in front of a blank 
sheet of paper, so to speak.” The collection 
stri ves to be the opposite of an histo rical 
narra tive. It is much more an expression of 
the author’s ref lecting, selec tive and hence, 
obser vational—in its etymolo gi cal sense of 
‘ theorizing’—gaze.15 Libera ted from their 
historical and geographical contexts, the 
pic tures follow a systematic course that is 
perpetually being newly def ined: “I always 
want to build something that is somehow 
related to these images.” The Icono graphic 
Autobiography testif ies to this path to under
stan ding, in the course of which the structural 
compo sition of individual images is actua lized 
in every building: the static struc ture of the 
Izumo Taisha Shrine in the Off ice Valerio 
Olgiati in Flims; the spatial organi zation of 
the Column Palace in Mitla in the house in 
Corsica; the geometric order of Donald Judd’s 
court yard houses in the ele va tion of Das 
Gelbe Haus; the archaic charac ter of Fatehpur 
Sikri in the concrete façade of Studio Bardill; 
the motif of the f loor covering of the Taj 
Mahal in that of the Medical Center. What is 
inter es ting in such corre lations is not so 
much the personal relation ship to individual 
images but rather how per sonal memory is 
dealt with gene rally in architec tural design, 
between repetition and dif ference, model and 
type as well as image and concept . Thus, 
beyond its particularity, the Iconographic 
Autobio graphy also specif ically addresses the 
value of the image in architec tural design—
between a suspicion of and depen dency on 
images. Given the grow ing signi f i cance of 
visual media over the last century, this debate 
perva des the entire history of modern archi
tec ture. In the light of varying methodo lo gi cal 
approa ches—for m a listic (1930s), semiological 

(1970s) or economical (1990s)—it revol ves 
around demands that architecture and its 
rules and regula tions be reliably codif ied and 
institu ti onal ized.16 However, in parallel to the 
history of modern architec ture as the history 
of architecture as a medium can be traced an 
equally continuous history that refers to a 
funda men tal “rational” (1930s), “index ical” 
(1970s) or “diagram mat ical” (1990s) archi
tecture, beyond the image and its cultural 
conventions. In the juxtapo si tion of Robert 
Ryman’s white, horizon t  ally striped Winsor 5 
(1965) and Helmut Federle’s golden 
monochrome Untit led (1990) with the 
correspon ding picture captions, “it repre
sents ‘noth ing’” and “it represents 
‘everything,’” the two poles in this debate on 
the role of the image have been aptly descri
bed in the Iconographic Auto biography and 
also reconciled. Indeed, the pole mic nature 
of debates has tended to push into the 
background endeavors to establish how 
signif icant images may be for architectural 
design—whether these are drawings or photo
graphs, real or envisioned.  Yet it was 
precisely this highly nuanced confron ta tion 
with the image that took center stage in 
Modernist texts: in SchultzeNaum burg’s 
Kultur arbeiten, for example, Le Corbusier’s 
travel journals and writings, Robert Venturi’s 
studies of Rome, Las Vegas or Levittown, 
Aldo Rossi’s Scien  tif ic Auto biography, Oswald 
Mathias Unger’s Morphology: City Metaphors 
or, in Switzer land, in Miroslav Sik’s Analoge 
Architektur.17 It is also in this tradi tional (and 
here updated) context of architectural theori
zing—one that seeks to com prehend visual 
sequences as the result of cogniz ance and not 
merely as portray als—that Valerio Olgiati’s 
Iconographic Auto biography must be 
understood.
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Bruno Reichlin This is not Das Gelbe 
Haus In early 1996 I found myself, equip    
ped with a drafting Tsquare (with magnetic 
guides!), set squares, a dou blesided ruler, a 
huge number of French curves, a “6B” pencil, 
and drawing pens, bent over a drafting table 
and designing my way through a furniture 
col lec  tion: designs destined, as it turned out , 
to remain in a drawer. At the same time 
Valerio Olgiati sat in his Studio near the 
Zürich berg and clicked. His eyes glued to the 
screen, he gripped the mouse with which he 
traced indeci pher able f lourishes on a DIN 
A4sized, probably grey mouse pad. Now and 
again he typed something on his keyboard, 
certainly similar in some respects to the 
Olympia Carina 2000 on which I usually type 
my papers. Valerio Olgiati was completing the 
competition project for the school in Paspels, 
which he subsequently won. The proposed 
building was compact , but featured sizeable 
covered recre ation areas, as is advisable in 
mountainous regions, and had a particularly 
ref ined layout . On the ground f loor a large, 
bright entrance hall extended to its entire 
depth to receive pupils. It could ideally be 
connected to the existing schoolhouse by an 
underground passage. On each of the two 
upper storeys were three class rooms, a 
preparation room, and a spacious hall with a 
view on the Piz Beverin mountain. The 
rationality of the layout nevertheless allowed 
varia tions. From the ground f loor, stairs led 
upwards from the center of the hall. Thanks 
to the wellconceived layout , the hall opened 
to the left in the f irst upper storey, while to 
the right on the next f loor up. The corridors 
leading to the class rooms provided light and 
views on all four sides. Valerio Olgiati 
would later confess that this project was 
“strait laced.” While reworking his plans—

although the architect is intentionally vague 
about this design stage—he was tempted to 
manipulate the school’s layout , until then 
based on precise ortho gonal lines, by tugging 
and dragging these very gently on the 
computer. The modif ications seemed minimal, 
but the results were remar kable. In the built 
version the effective deviation from right 
angles amounts to only a few degrees, yet it 
af fects the entire plan and layout of the 
rooms, particularly in the transit zones. Each 
of the four corridors which lead to the 
classrooms is now deformed into a funnel 
shape, and displaced in relation to the 
others. Depending on the observer’s 
location and direc tion of move ment , the 
building’s space is shortened or extended, 
made broader or narrower, higher or lower. It 
seems as if it has given up its objective and 
stable geo me tric properties to become living 
plastic matter, ambiguously inf luenced by the 
subjective percep tions of viewers. Observers 
are obliged to realize that they are no longer 
merely spectators, but are part of what they 
are seeing or think they are see ing. And all 
this because of an inf inite simal mecha nical 
mani pu lation! New Swiss architecture, as 
has been asser ted with more or less 
convincing argu ments, has f inally freed itself 
from referentiality. Olgiati goes beyond this 
in Paspels: he exorcizes it , makes a fool of it . 
The crown of the building follows exactly the 
moun tain slope, giving the schoolhouse a 
rhom buslike abstract shape. So abstract that 
one forgets that the roof is nothing but a 
normal sloping one. Does this subtle strategy, 
which uses provocative methods to confuse 
the senses and the intellect , betray an 
artistically subli mated form of mental 
cruelty? In a neighbor  hood of villas and 
singlefamily houses in Wollerau there are 



many people living on small plots of land that 
enjoy an unrestric ted view of the section of 
Lake Zurich between the “Goldküste” and 
Seedamm. Buildings stand to their right , left , 
and down the hill, and the street runs behind 
them, yet the view remains undis turbed 
because the slope drops sharply down 
towards the lake. Despite this enviable 
situation there are clearly not many alter
natives: how should the living quarters be laid 
out? Should they be on the upper f loors, 
where the view is less obstructed, or below 
to ensure direct access to the garden? How 
can privacy be preserved to the right and 
left? It is no surprise that Valerio Olgiati 
carefully weighed the alterna tives. In his f irst 
draft the living room was located upstairs, a 
square prism resting on a type of stylobate 
(the ground f loor with the bedrooms)—a 
Miesian project reminiscent of the minimal 
house designs based on a 50 x 50 cm grid. 
One month later the square space featured 
four blind corners and four centrally placed 
windows, all of equal size and arranged 
opposite one another. Out of considera tion 
for their neigh bors, the customers declined 
the archi tect’s sug gestion of a twometertall 
concrete perimeter wall, yet the vege ta tion 
on all four sides of the building testif ies to 
their desire for privacy. This quest for 
solitude within one’s own four walls gradually 
reveals itself through other choices. The 
living spaces were shifted to the ground f loor 
and Valerio Olgiati then planned the greatest 
spatial and psycho logical distance between 
the public space, entry way, and the sleeping 
areas. The plans, completed at the end of 
September 2001, show that the entrance 
from the street leads into a vestibule. This is 
followed by an extended transit zone with a 
long stair case leading straight down and 

stretching across the building’s entire length. 
Another transi tion room is found on the 
lefthand side and f inally, after a long and 
snaking pathway, one reaches the living room 
“from the front .” The customers were 
thrilled with this solution. An unusual, and 
for this project fundamental, archi tec tural 
arrangement had been achieved. In the f inal 
version the vesti bule is no longer an 
independent room placed in front of the 
stairwell, but instead is integrated into it , 
lengthening and complicating it with a bend 
to the left before continuing straight ahead 
and diagonally to the right (which seems inex
plicable for visitors who still have the 
building’s cubic exterior form in mind), and 
then winding downwards around the stairs 
ending on the landing, which offers a side 
access to the living room. At this point the 
visitor has changed direction by 360 
degrees. The lack of any visual link to the 
out doors, the unity of the material (the 
ceiling, f loor, and walls of the hall are made of 
smooth white cement) and—in my opinion 
even more misleading—the rounded corners, 
combine to disorient the visitors. Usually, 
right angles and the dif fe rence between 
f loors, walls and ceiling help the observer to 
under stand archi tecture on the basis of 
construction, with slabs extending from one 
wall to another. Rounded corners instead 
suggest the subtraction of material, or the 
method of burrowing and exca vating. Thus 
the hallway with its skylights feels like an 
underground room. The stairs, furthermore, 
appear to lead down into a mass of grey, 
compact cement . This turns the visitor’s path 
into a “peripeteia ,” the goal of which is a 
sheltered “elsewhere,” a microcosm. The 
living room, located on the ground f loor, 
gives the impres sion of being dug into the hill 



slope and is the second unusual feature of 
House K+N. Against all expectations four 
large windows, each placed across from 
another, allow views in all four directions. 
This layout follows the traditional 
architectural doctrine for sites dominated by 
landscape—just as Palladio devised the four 
loggias of the Villa Capra “La Rotonda” to 
enjoy allaround beautiful views. This 
solution had already been adopted in the f irst 
version of the design, where the living room 
had been planned on the upper level. The 
brightest opening looks onto the broad pano
rama of the lake. On the opposite side an 
almost vertical texture f ills the room, 
somewhat like Monet’s Water Lilies, in green. 
To the left and right one gazes out across a 
few meters of lawn, with bam boos growing 
on one side, and perennials on the other. The 
blind corners of the living room and the 
propor tions and dimen sions of the openings 
avoid the “panorama effect ,” which would 
disperse the observer’s view and attention. 
The surroundings are thus control led, 
reassure, and vary accor ding to the ever 
repeating rhythm of the days and sea
sons. The impression of a centrally 
symmetrical room suggested by the 
arrangement of the windows is so strong that 
the living room seems square in one’s 
memory, while in reality the clean geo metric 
shape has been disturbed in various ways. 
Only three of the living room’s corners are 
concave, while the fourth (where the kitchen 
and bath room are located) is convex. Because 
of this protruding corner, one cannot see the 
entire room from the bottom of the stairs. 
Only when one moves beyond this protrusion 
and into the middle of the room, it no longer 
inter feres with the sightlines: it is neu tralized 
because the crossways arrange ment of the 

windows then begins to dominate. A dif fer
ence, however, remains: the three concave 
corners remain in shadow, while the walls of 
the convex corner ref lect the incoming light . 
One gradually notices further irregularities: 
the bulk of the stairs hinders the view 
towards the lake; the kitchen wall extends 
outwards at the height of the left window 
jamb. At a second glance one notices that the 
wall with the f ireplace is slightly askew, and 
that its window jambs are irregular and 
thicker than the others. One also becomes 
aware that one’s eye subconsci ously views the 
wall as being in the place where it should 
stand—as happens with certain cubist 
paintings by Picasso which, as Leo Steinberg 
perceptively remarked, force one’s mental 
levers to push a rising “reclining f igure” back 
into place. Coexis ting in the living room of 
the house in Wollerau are various types of 
rooms that altern ately reveal themselves 
according to one’s position and perspective. 
Further more, if one opens the large sliding 
windows, the living room chan ges into a large 
garden house. Das Gelbe Haus was a three
storey master builder’s house built in the 
second half of the 19th century. The main 
entrance, located in the center of the street 
side façade, was approached by way of two 
short conver ging ramps, and protected by a 
small balcony supported by two columns. The 
house was located in the center of Flims and 
surrounded by recently renovated buildings, 
new buildings in a discrete traditional style, a 
few stillpreser ved stables, and another 
similar building preserved more or less in its 
original condition. Today Das Gelbe Haus is 
still very visible, especially since the hedges, 
small gardens, and perennials have given way 
to the asphalt of the parking areas. Valerio 
Olgiati’s father, the architect Rudolf Olgiati, 



had bequeathed the building to the 
municipality of Flims together with a 
collection of local cultural artefacts. In the 
deed of donation he stipulated that the 
building’s conversion into a museum had to 
be carried out in accordance with the 
principles of his own archi tec ture. In parti
cular, the façades were to be painted white. 
The radical renovation carried out by his son 
deserves to be def ined as “brutal.” The 
plaster has been com ple tely removed; the 
windows, reduced in size, resemble small, 
black, deep holes, and all look the same; the 
entryway and gable on the street side façade 
have disappeared. Viewed up close, the 
building has neither roof nor rain gutters, and 
at the top it appears to be enclosed by a 
continuous ribbon, like a bandaged forehead. 
This band is a cornice of reinforced concrete 
which holds the exterior walls together, the 
only ele ments still remaining from the old 
building after it was completely hollowed out 
to create space for the new museum. In this 
state the building does not give the 
impression of being unf inished, but rather of 
having suffered violence, and this impression 
is increased by the contrast with the smooth, 
f inely f inished window jambs. Removal of the 
plaster allowed a rudimentary masonry 
structure to emerge, testifying to thrift and 
looking as irregular as the patched and 
repaired Riegelfachwerk (lath and plaster 
work) of the second upper storey. The plaster 
had once lent it the dignity and stature of an 
urban building, as had also the entryway and 
gable in the center of the street façade. 
Perhaps it is the sacri f ice of these traces of 
skilled labor which allow us to see the 
building as a martyred body, like the cruelly 
f layed f igure of Marsyas, as recently very 
aptly evoked by a commen ta tor. The white 

is blinding in the blazing sun, cold and pale 
when thunder storms threaten. Yet the 
building would be incon ceivable in the public 
space of Flims without the magical power of 
this white, which transforms the spare walls 
into a rich, vibrating, and glowing fabric that 
encompasses the object’s gigantic mass more 
than covering it . Here one experiences the 
extremely reifying, wonderfully misleading, 
and immensely effective power of color in 
architecture: all it takes is a small amount of 
mate r ial—no more than a millimeter—applied 
(or sprayed on) by a house paint er. The most 
modest of the building trades can here claim 
to belong to the Areopa gus of modern 
architecture. The strength and weakness of 
color in archi  tecture is presen ted here in the 
building’s very name: Das Gelbe Haus [the 
yellow house] is white! One could ask oneself 
whether knowledge of this name, which the 
local population had originally given the 
building, chan ges anything in one’s perception 
of the white. We know that the smooth and 
sometimes only nomi nally white plasterwork 
of many incunabula of avantgarde 
architecture of the f irst half of the 20th 
century are better viewed as forerunners of 
future improvements. In reality, plasterwork 
and color stret ched a fragile veil over the 
“bricolage” of materials, and over the 
technical inexperience of builders, crafts   men, 
and architects, whose ambitious techno logical 
ideas exceeded their means. Das Gelbe 
Haus, in contrast , is a palimp sest—in white. 
The fact that it caused a sensation is 
understandable, for it is one of the rare, truly 
icono clastic pieces of architecture of the late 
20th century. To quote Calvino: “Gli ha messo 
una pietra sopra”—it put the matter to 
rest . With Studio Bardill in Scharans, 
Valerio Olgiati once again explored the 



alluring power of color. This time red is the 
color that ema nates from the mass of 
reinforced concrete, coloring the entire 
building inside and out . In accordance with 
building regu la tions, the studio and its exten
sions had to recreate the exact volumes of 
the former stable, regardless of the intended 
extension of the living space. This at least 
partially explains the pleasant complementary 
relationship between the f loor plan and 
elevations of studio and courtyard. The 
boundary between the two spaces was deter
mined by the price per constructed square 
meter and the total cost stipu lated by the 
customer, which wasn’t to be 
exceeded. Valerio Olgiati explained that the 
brickred color had been a diplomatic 
decision, to increase the acceptability of the 
architecturally exposed concrete. But there 
are other reasons for which this red can also 
be found in accurate rende rings of more 
recent competition projects. It is the red that 
one encounters in the fascinating royal capital 
Fatehpur Sikri, built under the Grand Mughal 
Akbar. Under the alpine sun the red, washed
out , slightly uneven concrete, with the imprint 
of the wooden forms, creates a complementary 
relationship with the green of forests and 
meadows, a relationship that has been explo
red and treasured by painters for many 
generations. It also marries with the browns 
of chalets and stables, as well as with the 
stone greys of walls and houses. In the half 
shadows of the courtyard and studio this red 
takes on the warm tones of a velvety fabric , 
blunting sharp edges and angles. The space is 
no longer out lined and def ined by the clear 
lines that subdivide the walled enclosure, but 
instead transforms itself in mood, in colored 
depth, as occurs in old sepia photographs. 
But there is more. A decorative element in 

three dif ferent sizes can be found on all of 
the interior and exterior walls: a 
geometrically exact star with six petals or 
rays, inscribed in a circle and for med by the 
crossing of arcs of equal radius with their 
pivot point on the circle’s circumference. This 
is a frequently found motif: as a pattern on 
butter, or as a carving on the imple ments of 
alpine shepherds, on chests, chairs, and 
ceiling beams. In Studio Bardill it is in relief, 
because it was carved with hammer and chisel 
into the boards used for the concrete form. 
The raised height of the pattern is minimal 
but effective. Depending on which side of the 
relief is lit , or whether a ray of light creates 
shadows and animates the irregularities of the 
f igures’ handcarved prof ile, the motif 
becomes more or less recognizable. In the 
past great emphasis was placed on the 
expressive ambiguity of concrete surfaces, 
which bear the marks of wood and take on its 
appearance. A few “purists” actually came up 
with smooth forms without this side effect . In 
Scharans one feels this material ambiguity is 
part of the concept . The sixpointed motif 
can be found, for example, on the wooden 
walls of the stables, and the red of the 
concrete is reminiscent of the paint made 
with ox blood which once protected the 
wood from parasites. Yet geometric 
ornamentation on wood can only appear as a 
carving, as a negative form, while a relief 
entails a casting technique, and thus explicit ly 
refers to the concrete. This rhetorical f igure, 
sustained by the conflict between perception 
and cognition, is typically modernist , at least 
in the sense of Clement Greenberg who 
viewed disciplineinherent criticism as the 
essence of modernism. In Scharans this is 
not the only instance in which trompel’œil 
illusionism is revealed by cogni tive ratio na lity. 



Depending on their size, light affects the 
f lower ornaments in dif ferent ways and allows 
one to see unsuspected depth in the red 
concrete wall. Closer observation again 
breaks up the wall’s material f latness and 
leads to a spatial visuali zation reminiscent , 
for example, of Joseph Albers’ windows 
(1929), where the same schematic window 
shape was repeatedly rendered in various 
dimen sions and colors, thereby producing an 
odd levitation effect against a dark 
background. A third optical device is due to 
the elliptical opening in the horizontal 
concrete slab above the courtyard, sheltering 
the pathway that leads along the exterior wall 
to the studio entrance. The courtyard was 
conceived as a slightly irregular trapezium (a 
litt le longer than wide). The covered spaces 
in the courtyard are balanced because the 
ellipse, the foci of which lie relatively close 
together, has a roun d ed shape. The sharp, 
bright shape created by the ellipse also draws 
the view er’s attention. This ambi guous shape 
negates any unif ied, central view point , and its 
dynamic nature domi nates the perception of 
any viewer strolling along the exterior walls. 
It is dif f icult to say whether, and at which 
point , the rounded ellipse becomes a 
circle. It is easy to understand how this 
motif has attracted the interest of those who 
since the Renaissance questioned classical 
thought and whose investigations lead to 
multiperspective Baroque space, and, from 
there, to the paradoxes of Caramuel y 
Lobkowitz’ Architectura obliqua. One would 
like to assert that sooner or later Valerio 
Olgiati would have to come to terms with this 
classic example of distortion and of trompe
l’œil, which was the origin of many 
experiments. Luigi Moretti (who had always 
attemp ted to be a step ahead and was a great 

admirer of Michelangelo and Borromini) had 
viewed this as “une architecture autre,” as a 
prophecy of his own spatial experiments, 
which he viewed as being in harmony with 
contem porary informal painting and its 
gestural and material provocations. Valerio 
Olgiati is one of those architects who 
wholeheartedly approve of computers being 
used in all phases of a project . He therefore 
makes use of some of their most relevant 
advantages, such as the ability to deform 
threedimensional, hollow objects (like 
architectural ones) without distorting 
topological relation  ships. Until recently, 
orthogo na lity in architecture was actually 
viewed as a part of human destiny, as 
described by Le Corbusier in his Poème de 
l’angle droit , for example. This point of view 
could also be explai ned by the design and 
con struction tools available at the time. 
Computers swept away this dogma and its 
associated constraints. We architects now 
view those forms, which once used to require 
a great deal of time and effort and were 
drawn using a pair of compasses at a drafting 
table, as child’s play. Some have taken advan
tage of this “manna” to discover unusual, 
skewed, slanted, and oblique forms, bent in 
the most unthinkable ways. When doxa and 
norms were thrown out the win dow, a 
bestiary of unclassif i able and incomparable 
objects was created. Whe ther one day, when 
the exhilaration of novelty has passed, these 
creations shall seem unrecognizable and 
therefore also completely unimportant , is still 
an open question. Others such as Valerio 
Olgiati have not forgotten that archi tecture 
builds upon the habits and the perceptual and 
cognitive cons traints of visual culture. It 
seems to me that the originality of Olgiati’s 
architec tural research lies in the exploration 



of the conditions under which one views an 
architectural object , the materiality, the 
color, the elementary geometric 
arrangements, the minimal deviations from 
supposed rules, and the viewer’s 
disorientation. An indication of this is his 
fascination with Alberto Giacometti’s f igures 
and busts. Circling slowly around these 
f leshless, f lat , and britt le forms allows human 
countenances, appearances, and expressions 
to suddenly and surpri singly coalesce—and it 
is uncertain whether this takes place in the 
objects them selves, between us and them, 
immediately before our eyes, or simply within 
our heads. They last just as long as our 
attention holds. Olgiati’s archi tecture can also 
best be savored while strolling; casually 
turning one’s atten tion here and there, until 
some thing forceful arises. This is often a 
cine ma tic experience, in which we ourselves 
are the impetus. 

Mario Carpo On Both Sides of the 
Fence Authorship, Precision, and Other 
Anomalies in an Age of Variable Objects It is 
a celebrated hallmark of Valerio Olgiati’s 
buildings that as soon as you step into them 
you feel that something is not quite right . You 
may get the same feeling from outside, from a 
distance, or even from a computer rendering. 
The ano ma lies may be more or less 
conspicuous; most of them—but not all—are 
subdued, allusive, or indexical. One is 
induced to be curious, to inves ti gate, and to 
probe or ferret out the problem, whatever or 
wherever it may be. The delicate 
geometrical distortions in the plans of 
Olgiati’s famous school of Paspels have 
already spark   ed much scholarly dis cus sion. As 
they are experienced from the interior of the 
building, they are only part of a larger 
scheme, which includes the double bending of 
an underground corridor (almost an initiatic 
journey) and some misleading proportioning 
both inside and out side the building, where 
again a number of perceptual tricks (such as 
the scale and position of the main central 
stairway and of the sparse, monu men tal 
openings in the façades) deli berately 
confound any attempts at sizing up the overall 
dimensions. Here the eye and the body are 
meant to run counter to one another, as what 
you see (from a distance) is not what you get 
(when you get there)—or, as William Ivins 
might have said, what you see is not what you 
touch.1 At times the quirks are more showy: 
in the Studio Bardill at Scha rans, the external 
size and prof ile of a traditional Alpine barn 
(which already existed on the site) conceals 
an internal cylinder of contextu alized 
emptiness, a strippeddown peristyle half
way between French revolutio nary classicism 
and a MattaClarkian cut (had MattaClark 



been more conversant with Platonic geome
tries, which he was not). Olgiati’s buil dings 
also challenge other sets of tectonic , visual, 
and haptic expec ta tions. Through thousands 
of years of architectural history, we have 
grown used to the notion that vertical loads 
are best discharged along vertical lines. 
Various scientif ic theories (from Galileo and 
Newton onwards) appear to corroborate the 
daily experi ence that buildings, as well as the 
human body, may best stand up in the erect 
position. But in Olgiati’s highrise designs 
(none built to date) vertical lines are few and 
far between. Some of these buildings actually 
lean, like the tower of Pisa , notoriously not 
an example of successful structural design. 
Conse quently, the plans and elevations of 
Olgiati’s high rises are discordant and disso
nant , and so are the variances in their 
structural components (some pillars taper 
weirdly as they rise, as f loor slabs become 
thinner). The slanting strut on the top f loor 
of Das Gelbe Haus is perhaps all too easily 
noticed, as a statement of sorts, or a 
declaration of principles, but in Olgiati’s own 
new off ice building in Flims, the discreet 
indentations at the extre mities of the slab of 
the main f loor will reveal only to an alert 
ob ser ver that the f loor is in fact cantilevering 
from a system of pillars, the main one at the 
core and one on each side of the buil d ing. 
Once again, what you see is not what you get , 
and the building stands up in a way that belies 
the evidence. Historically speaking, the 
threedimensional grid underlying the 
structure of many traditio n  al highrise 
buildings has found its aesthetic equivalent in 
a tec  to nic logic of structural repe tition. Even 
though reinforced conc rete, for example, 
works better in continuous forms, rather 
than in dis  crete modules, for most of the last 

two centuries big structures have often been 
desig ned and built as assemblies of bidi
mensional, stan dar dized units. Much of nine
teenthcentury and twen tiethcentury 
structural enginee ring was made of (or was 
conceived as) sequen ces of trilith elements; 
and postandlintel structures, as the name 
indicates, are based on simple parts, 
junctions, and iteration. On the contrary, 
Olgiati’s buildings are marked by a relent less 
pursuit of struc tural and visual conti nuity. At 
a smaller, almost demon  strative scale this is 
most evident in the House K+N in Wollerau, 
where all the detai ling (from the frameless 
doors and windows to the curving walls of 
the cor ridor to the steps of the internal 
stairway) is desig n ed, with pain sta king 
accuracy, in order to emphasize the 
monolithic nature of the buil ding. The feat of 
actually building the house as a monolith of 
rein forced con crete cast on site is already 
legendary, and it has entered the annals of 
build ing techno logy. Olgiati’s treatment of 
sur faces and materials is an integral part of 
the game, and in the case of the iconic Das 
Gelbe Haus, the foremost and most visible 
one. But even when Olgiati does not inten
tionally transmogrify his materials, some 
lesser degree of deceit fulness is always latent . 
The concrete of some of Olgiati’s high rises 
has deep chthonian colors, and the f irst time I 
saw a picture of the Studio Bardill in 
Scharans, with its deco ra tive patterns of 
traditional Alpine rosettes, I thought the 
whole brown building was in timber. It is in 
concrete, of course, and the rosettes are 
reliefs, not intaglios. Their ori ginal mold was 
cut in wood, but their imprint now protrudes 
from cast concrete walls. What does this 
varied panoply of tricks portend? Perspec tival 
anoma lies in art , as in architecture, tend to 



emphasize the conflict bet  ween visual 
represen tations and physical experience. This 
rift is inhe rent in all technolo gies of 
representation: by def inition, all im ages are 
meant to repre sent something that is not 
there. But the per spectival grid bears an even 
heavier responsibility in the history of 
Western archi tec ture and of Western 
architectural thought . By its Renaissance 
pedigree, the rise of geometrical persp ec  tive 
is tied to the history of earlymodern quanti
f ication. Perspec tival or otherwise, the grid—
from Alberti’s “window” to contemporary 
digital rasters—is essentially a measuring 
device, and as it was put to use by early
modern artists and archi tects, it was meant to 
parti t ion and to measure space. Alberti may 
have stopped short of includ ing inf inity in his 
panto metric project , 2 but his successors were 
less cautious, and inf inity would become a 
usable mathematical tool soon there after, in 
projec tive geometry as well as in calculus. 
According to contempo rary Heideggerians, 
and to some extent to Heidegger him self, this 
scienti f ic ambition was the beginning of the 
fall from grace of humankind, and one 
notorious aspect of this fall was epitomized 
by the shift from a traditional (Aristotelian) 
notion of places to the modern mathe   matical 
def inition of space. As architecture deals with 
both places and space, this argument still is a 
fertile source of ins pi ration for many of 
today’s architectural phenome no l ogists.3  
Olgiati’s ano malies and inci dents (perspectival 
or otherwise) invite an additional 
Heideggerian refe ren ce. As a part of his 
cele brated tool analysis (f irst outlined in 
1927) Heidegger famously argued that many 
techni cal objects come to life, so to speak, 
only when they break down.4 Heidegger’s 
original term for this sort of revivifying failure 

was “Unzu han denheit”—a term which, in the 
digital age, we could perhaps more adequa tely 
translate as “denial of ser vice.” Seen from 
this van tage point , Olgiati’s buil dings provide 
plenty of break downs; and they deny plenty 
of services. The disrup tion of the perspec tival 
feedback loop (between object , vision, and 
experi ence) brings to life the nuts and bolts 
of the per s pec tival machi nery, often taken for 
granted when the machine runs smoothly. On 
the con trary, a technical hiccup will draw our 
attention even more than a complete 
breakdown would, as in the former case we 
are left to deal with a machine that may or 
may not work, or that appears to work 
capriciously, and asks for repairs. To f ix a 
machine one needs to learn something about 
it , and so it goes with the exper ience of 
places and space. Some archi tec tural devices 
engage the observer in a learning experi ence, 
and in the process they turn the observer 
into a particip ant , and the archi tec tural object 
into a catalyst , or “gatherer” of events. The 
same pattern may be applied to other, non
perspectival sets of visual and tectonic 
conventions, and in this sense, some of 
Olgiati’s buildings may be described in pheno
meno logical terms, and indeed they often 
have been.5 For the record, Valerio Olgiati 
himself is not a reader of Heidegger (or so he 
told me). This may of course be irrelevant , as 
Heidegger’s critique of tech nology is ubiqui
tous—partic ul arly in archi tectural circles—and 
it is, generally speaking, in the spirit of our 
time. Moreover, there is no need to read 
Heidegger to realize that a machine—any 
machine, in the broadest possible sense—may 
call for our attention when it doesn’t work, 
more so than when it does. Indeed, the 
practical and cultural awareness of a machine 
we are using probably climaxes right when 



that machine stops working, or when it sends 
signals of an imminent breakdown. Many of 
Olgiati’s works post similar warning signs, and 
architectural history offers plenty of 
illustrious ante ce dents, perfectly unrelated to 
twentiethcen  t ury phenomenology. However, 
all processes of change can be ob ser   ved from 
two opposite vantage points, and many events 
that appear to be anomalies in one system 
can be per fectly regular when seen within 
another one. In deed, some degree of 
creative destruction is inevitable in times of 
change, and contemporary architectural 
objects—in so far as they are dependent on 
the technicity of some de sign and production 
tools—are bound to embody, and at the same 
time to represent and interpret , the shifting 
status of today’s tech nical objects. This 
transformation is as drastic as it is pro found, 
and it is too early to grasp the many impli
cations of this revolu tion in the making. For 
example, albeit evi dently unrelated to 
tectonic or perspec tival issues, a similar 
critique of the neotechnical object under  pins 
the work of one of today’s most acclaimed 
haberdashers, Belgian fashion designer Martin 
Margiela—a most enigmatic global icon, whose 
spec ta cular rise to stardom no cultural critic 
has so far managed to explain. The analogies 
between Margiela’s and Olgiati’s games of 
skindeep legerdemain and indexical 
anomalies are probably deeper than the visual 
distance between the two would suggest—
tex ti les are bound to be some what more 
supple than con crete—but they fall outside 
the scope of this brief essay. However, as 
Olgiati has referred, at least indirectly, to 
some aspects of the ongoing shift in 
architectural technologies, his stance on the 
matter must be taken into account .6 If we do, 
we may come to the almost inevitable con clu

sion, apparently warranted by the architect 
himself, that some of Olgiati’s cele brated 
freaks are in fact perfectly rational 
operations. They are rational if they are seen 
from the van tage point of another logic , 
which is the logic of a new technical 
object . The threedimen sional grid men
tioned above, traditionally the standard 
pattern for the design and the construc tion of 
big struc tu res, until recently was less a choice 
than a necessity. Structural cal cu lations 
outside the con f ines of twodimen sio nal 
diagrams used to be exceedingly compli cated 
and timeconsuming; consequently, the 
almost inevitable shor t cut for several 
generations of structural engi neers was to 
con vert a threedimen sional structure into a 
set of many twodimensional ones, and then 
calcu late the interactions between them—
somehow. Under these condi tions, a regular 
threedimensional grid of posts and lin tels 
and f lat slabs is more easily resolved than the 
structure of Brunelleschi’s dome, for 
example. This approach further presupposes 
that building mate rials should have standard 
and uniform mechanical behaviors. This holds 
true for industrial products, such as steel, but 
not for natural materials, such as wood, nor 
for artisanal construc tions, such as brickand
mortar walls.7 Likewise, the massproduction 
of identical structural compo nents generated 
eco no mies of scale (both in the produc tion 
and in the assembly of the parts) that more 
than made up for the inevitable waste of 
material inhe rent in the stan dard  i zing 
process. By def i  nition, if the cross section of 
an Ibeam is constant for the entire length of 
the beam, its resistance will match the stress 
in only one section, and all other sections will 
be over sized, i.e. they will use more stuff 
than needed. Mies van der Rohe may not have 



liked to acknowledge it , but a uniform grid of 
standard ized Ibeams, either vertical or hori
zontal, stands for dumb enginee ring, buil ding 
on the cheap, and waste. Stresses resulting 
from the forces to which a building must 
stand up are neither regular nor uniform nor 
constant in a threedimensional space. In 
Mies’s time, given the computational and 
manu fac turing tools that were available to 
him, the grid, standardized compo nents, and 
oversizing were in many cases inevi table. This 
is no longer the case. Threedimen sional 
digital modeling now enables structural engi  
neers to work on much closer appro xima
tions of actual spatial objects, thus making 
unneces sary the brutal simplif ications (and 
planar reductions) that engineers of the 
sliderule generations had come to accept as 
inevi table. Admit  tedly, gravity still is a 
vertical force (except in the case of earth
quakes). But it appears that in many cases, the 
best structures to resist nonvertical forces 
may, not sur prisingly, feature a variety of 
nonvertical lines. Irregular plans and sites, 
sitespecif ic or unique cons traints, and 
variable or nonsymme trical loads (such as 
natural loads, snow, and winds) can now be 
precisely factored in, and in many cases the 
most economical struc tural solution (the one 
that uses the least material) may likewise turn 
out to be a unique, irregu lar, sitespecif ic , 
and asymme  trical struc ture. Moreover, as 
digi   tal f iletofactory technolo gies are seam
lessly applied to the entire de sign and 
manufacturing cycle, dif ferent items in the 
same masspro  du ced series may increas ingly 
be obtained at litt le or no addi tio nal cost—a 
process often called “mass customi za tion.” 
As the costs of designing and producing 
variations diminishes, structural compo nents 
may be made precisely to the shape and form 

and size that are requi red, even when specif i
ca tions are unique to each com po nent , or 
may vary for each individual item in a 
series. This way of making things was 
common when objects were indivi du ally 
crafted, because econo mies of scale have a 
limited effect on tra ditional handi   craft: a 
cobb ler can make one hun dred dif ferent pairs 
of shoes, or one hun d red pairs of identi cal 
ones (if he mana ges without getting too 
bored) more or less at the same unit cost . 
Within limits, this may become true again in 
the new world of digital manu factu ring, foste
ring a new gene ration of technical objects 
that are smarter and cheaper, indus tri ally 
massproduced yet made to measure, all 
similar yet each one of a kind. The grid, a 
paleotechnogical standard, was a onesize
f itsall technology. The new standard is an 
elastic one, and it allows every structural case 
to be studied on its own merits. When 
skewed lines and irregular geometries are the 
best answer, nothing more stands in their 
way. Complex threedimensional structures 
can now be designed, calculated, and built . 
After all, nature offers plenty of examples of 
irre gular structural design, at all scales. Tree 
growth foll  ows no modu lar logic nor simple 
geometry, yet trees stand up against the wind, 
in structural terms, more econo mically than a 
Greek temple, or than the Seagram Buil
ding. Likewise, the digital turn is fast replac
ing perspectival imagemaking technolo gies 
(such as photo g raphy) with new, immersive 
and inter active env iron ments, where both the 
vantage point and the represen ted object can 
seamlessly morph and change—another 
instance of the ongoing demotion of the once 
ubiqui tous modern grid. And digitally 
controlled manufacturing machi nes are at 
their best (in the present state of the art) in 



rolling out monoliths, either milled or 
molded, and obtained by diminution or by 
accretion, but always coming from, or 
resulting in, a single block of mate rial. 
Junctions must still be laboriously hand
crafted, as a closeup exami nation of some of 
the most celebra ted buildings of the digital 
age does not fail to prove, sometimes 
painfully. Unlike the struc   tural arguments 
men tioned above, neither the visual nor the 
manu  facturing issues inherent in the present 
tech no logical change are mentioned, nor 
explicit ly endorsed in Olgiati’s œuvre, yet the 
circu m stantial evidence is meaningful. In many 
ways, Olgiati’s buildings appear to comment 
upon a new class—and possibly a new 
ontology—of postmechanical objects, 
industrially made and individ ually crafted at 
the same time. New techni cal objects merge 
aspects of the postindus trial and of the 
preindustrial age. Digital manufac ture is 
closer to handicraft than to the logic of the 
assembly line, and digital makers revive 
aspects of preindustrial crafts man ship. Like 
medieval arti sans, they can conceive and 
make at the same time.8 Olgiati’s hightech 
buildings are exceedingly individualized, each 
proudly ex hi b i t ing its nature as a pièce 
unique, specif ic to one place, one pro gram, 
and one technology. Their standoff ish, 
monolithic nature cor roborates their status 
as oneoff, unrepeatable events. Their 
coloring (but other details as well) singularly 
emphasize their hybrid, hightech and archaic 
look. For the last f if teen years or so, digital 
tech no logies have mostly spawned various 
generations of folds, blobs, and single
surface, pliant structures. Moving from a 
similar critique of contemporary tech nology 
(more or less similarly concep tua lized) some 
contem porary archi tects are experimenting 

with inter activity in its various forms, and 
with responsive environments; others have 
been investi gating organicist meta phors, or 
developing a postdecon structi vist style of 
“contested” geome tries,9 some more 
cerebral, some more garish and vastly more 
popular. Olgiati has built a few ex quisitely 
detailed buildings—monu ments to an almost 
obsess ive pur  suit of precision—but buildings 
where one always feels that some thing, here 
or there or all around, is not quite right . And 
one reason for this relative Unzuhandenheit , 
and the uncan niness it ins pires, may be that 
there is one major point where Olgiati and 
the con tem  porary technology he is using are 
drastically at odds. In his recently publi shed 
Conver sation with Students, Olgiati describes 
his design pro cess in vivid terms.10 Olgiati 
does not sketch; discussion takes pla ce on 
and around a design (mostly represented by 
line draw ings or compu ter rende rings), and 
decisions can be made or changed in talks 
among the archi tect’s staff or between the 
architect and the client , and, presumably, 
bet ween the desig ner’s team and engineers 
and contrac tors.11 But , as Olgiati empha sizes, 
there comes a point in time when a line must 
be drawn in the sand, and from that point on, 
what was designed must be built without 
change. This ideal cutoff line, or point of 
no return, was f irst theore tically def i ned by 
Leon Battista Alberti in his treatise On 
Building (circa 1452) and, since then, it has 
been the principal notional instrument used 
in the West to determine the authorial status 
of the architect , and to esta blish the 
architect’s authority upon the f inal act of 
building. The architect is the intellec tual 
owner of a building not because he or she has 
physically made it , as a craftsman would, but 
because the architect’s design of that building 



has been executed without any change. The 
buil ding belongs intellectually to the architect 
because the architect has authori  zed it (in the 
etymological sense of the term)—having 
autho rized its trans lation into a three
dimensional object from the design he had 
f irst “conceived in the mind,” then 
“expressed through drawings and models,” in 
Alberti’s words.12 In Nelson Goodman’s 
terms, this is what marks architecture’s 
transition from autographic to allo graphic , or 
notational art .13 But this is also where the 
classical tradition and the neotechnical object 
(and, accor dingly, the neotech nical object and 
Olgiati’s work) must part com pany. A new 
class of variable technical objects will also 
inevitably prompt new kinds of more generic , 
and less authorial, objects of design. 
Interactivity implies some degree of parti ci
pation in the design and construction pro
cesses, and inter ac tion, nego tiation, and 
openended variability will inevitably dimi nish 
the extent of the author’s control over the 
end product . This goes counter to the 
Albertian paradigm—the autho rial principle 
upon which most of earlymodern, then 
modern archi tec   ture in the West has been 
predicated. In an algorithmic environ ment , 
design does not bear upon an individual 
event , but on a generic form (in the 
Aristotelian sense). This generic form—an 
openended, genera tive, algo rith mic matrix—
can be declined and instanti ated in endless 
versions, possibly without and outside its 
author’s control. In a dif f erent technical 
context , this is what Alberti, f ighting against 
the medieval tradition, tried to avert (history 
proved his attempts success ful); and this is 
what Olgiati’s work today empha tically nega
tes. Olgiati’s monoliths most evi dently cannot 
admit of any adjust  ment—let alone variations. 

Once their de sign is completed, they may not 
be built if not verbatim, as it were: as in a 
digital printout , bidimensional or three
dimensional, once the “print” key has been 
pushed, the game is over. Of course, buil
dings cannot be printed out this way (not yet , 
at least , and not for some time to come), and 
this is, I suggest , the real meaning of Olgiati’s 
monolithic monuments to precision in 
building. In the classi cal and Albertian tradi
tion, the mechanic of construction is ideally a 
nonevent . In practice, fabrica tion may still 
represent a titanic endea vor (it cer tainly does 
in Olgiati’s work); but in Olgiati’s theory, it 
carries no intellectual added value. Its only 
purpose is the faithful trans lation of an idea 
into a threedimensional object . Precision is 
its only raison d’être, and its only possible 
representa tional value—the only thing it 
stands for. Hence it would appear that what 
Olgiati may be up to is a recapi tulation, and a 
f inal recast of one of the most essen  tial cultu
ral acquisi tions of the architecture of 
humanism, and of the classical tradition in the 
West: the autonomy of the architect’s 
authorial stance. He is doing so by using some 
of the technical and conceptual tools that 
may in time bring about the demise of that 
same sociotechnical authorial status. The rift 
inherent in this predi c  ament is at times 
apparent in his work, and more often delibe
rately and poin tedly shown. The classical 
tradition has a long history of speaking 
against itself (visually, conceptually, or both). 
This is one reason for its longevity.
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