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_ Figure 1.

Peter Zumthor, Atelier,
Haldenstein, 1986.

The thin, vertical wood strips
of the outer skin, behind
which the insulation layer

is visible, explicitly reveal
the non-bearing nature

of the outer layer of the
building, thus expressing an
embodiment of “cladding
tectonics”

(foto Hélene Binet).

Roberta Grignolo

Within the Technical Image

An Alternative Reading of Contemporary
Swiss-German Architecture

In today’s image-based society, the outer surfaces of architecture appear to have be-
come one of the most notable elements of design: it is they that are meant to convey
the image of a building and to capture the attention of viewers. During the 1990s,
some members of the architectural cultural community — including Hans Kollhoff,!
Werner Oechslin,? Fanelli and Gargiani,> and Kenneth Frampton* — criticized the
gradual computerization and dematerialization of architecture, calling for a return
to a material and constructive dimension. Epithelial architecture —i.e., architecture
that gives a leading role to its outer skin — is denounced by some critics as being the
outcome of a generalized spectacularization of technique that has developed at the
expense of other aspects of architectural research, such as space or context. Critical
positions of this type have developed mostly in response to the work of Frank O.
Gehry, Zaha Hadid, and Coop-Himmelb(l)au, but some scholars are also extend-
ing the critique to Swiss-German architects. Kenneth Frampton, for instance, has
stated that some Swiss “architects — like Herzog & de Meuron and the partnership
of Christian Sumi and Marianne Burkhalter — appear to be increasingly seduced by
the hallucinatory surface effects of the mediatic world”

However, can the spectacular images of the works by Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid,
Herzog & de Meuron and Burkhalter Sumi be placed on the same level? What lies
behind the generalized use of the technical image of materials and techniques as a ve-
hicle for contemporary architectural form?

By addressing these questions, this paper attempts to explore a broader issue: the nature
of technical image, especially that of architectural work, which is generally considered as be-
longing to the technical world. One of the objectives of this paper is to propose critical tools
that can provide a better understanding of the technical dimension of architecture. Other
aspects — such as ideological and social issues — are temporarily set aside, to focus first of all
on building techniques. This seems to offer one way of understanding whether construction
techniques have been used in a technically appropriate way — i.e., in a way that is consist-
ent with their technical features, those linked to production, assemblage, on-site work, etc.
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The above questions, therefore, hide a more general one, which could be put as
follows: what gives a building its technical image? The paper could thus be defined
as an investigation within the sphere of technical image.

From this standpoint, the approach adopted falls into the realm of reception, of
the person who observes an architectural work. But to answer such a question, one
is forced to shift from the observer’s point of view to the object, the building itself,
in an attempt to figure out how it conveys its technical image through its “nuts and
bolts”.® The above questions can therefore also be posed as follows: what features
of an architectural work refer to its technical dimension? And further questions
arise from the latter: is the building truly interesting from a technical standpoint?
For what reason? Are they “good” reasons from a technical point of view?
Referring to Michael Baxandall’s preface to his book Patterns of Intentions,” the at-
tempt here is to start from the effect —i.e., the result produced by an architectural
work on the observer, in order then to discover the cause —i.e., what features of the
building induce such effects on the viewer and convey a technical image. The ap-
proach adopted is therefore an inferential one. As Baxandall points out, inferential
criticism is “precarious”,?® but “it is the impossibility of firm knowledge that gives
inferential criticism its edge and point”.® This kind of criticism aims at “thinking
and saying” about particular objects “things apt to sharpen our legitimate satisfac-
tions in them”,!

Thus the predominance of the technical dimension in this paper does not mean
that the only way of reading the architectural works selected is through their technical
image. The technical dimension is only one of the several modes of existence of any
architectural object. The attempt here is rather to understand what leads both critics
and the general public to consider an architectural work as a technical performance.

In architecture, the term technique (or techniques) refers to the strategies,
methods and tools that are used to develop a building. The term refers to at least
two aspects of architectural creation: construction techniques (covering materials
and construction systems with their many production and assembly methods) and
tectonics (the exterior and formal expression of construction techniques).

Construction techniques are in fact not always revealed as such in a finished ar-
chitectural work. Making assemblies visible gives them a key role in architectural
expression, so that, conversely, designers may choose to “conceal” them by making
the details appear as simple as possible. In deciding what to place in the forefront
and what to leave in the background, architects develop their construction rheto-
ric: they are fully aware of the tectonic dimension, even if they do not call it by that
name.

The notion of tectonics appeared in architectural discourse in the mid-nine-
teenth century, with Karl Botticher and Gottfried Semper taking the lead. Bottich-
er was among the first to consider the issue of tectonics in architecture explicitly,
theorizing the distinction between Kernforn and Kunstform: to distinguish respec-
tively between the nucleus (the form necessary for static purposes) and the artistic
form of a constructive element (which relates to the symbolic dimension of archi-
tecture). Hence, in his view, the connection between Kernform and Kunstfornz, be-
tween the nucleus and the artistic form (decorative cladding), is marked by neces-
sity and truth."

_ Figure 2.

Peter Zumthor, Atelier,
Haldenstein, 1986.
Detail of the outer skin.

WITHIN THE TECHNICAL IMAGE

During the following years, Semper developed an alternative proposal, based
on the Stoffwechselthese or theory of the change of materials (or theory of the trans-
migration of forms). He claimed that architectural forms derive from those of the
technical arts, and that in changing from using one material to another, the for-
mal motifs of the original material are reincorporated into the new material, even
though they may not be necessary.’? In the case of architecture, again according to
Semper, there are some forms that are no longer necessary for a building, but they
remain as traces of the past and of the evolution of materials and techniques, be-
coming free compositional elements. This theory also refers directly to the other
mainstay of the Semperian theory: the Prinzip der Bekleidung or “principle of dress-
ing”. According to Semper, freed from any constructive necessity, the forms of ar-
chitecture become cladding, endowed with a purely aesthetic and symbolic value.”

Despite the obvious differences between the theories of these and other authors —
one might mention Arthur Schopenhauer' or Rudolf Redtenbacher" — the lowest com-
mon denominator can be found in the meaning of the notion of tectonics: in the nine-
teenth-century debate, it refers to what can be seen of construction. Thus it concerns
the constructive dimension of architecture, but does not fully coincide with the con-
struction itself. Tectonics can be defined as the architectural (or aesthetic) dimension of
construction. But how can this notion be of use to us today?

For both Botticher and Semper, tectonics provides an explanation of whether
and how architectural form should talk (or not talk) about construction. Different
degrees of legibility exist: the technical and constructive dimension can, to a greater
or lesser extent, be the key protagonist of architecture. Returning to use the term
tectonics today in analysing contemporary architecture allows us to understand the
role that architects attribute to construction techniques in the design process, as
well as the use they make of them.

Max Bill’s Expo ’64 Pavilion in Lausanne (1960-1964) features a flattening of
tectonics on construction: here, the technical image is the direct expression of the
construction techniques that have been used, and they, in turn, depend on the ma-
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terials, the production techniques, the assembly techniques and structural consid-
erations. One could almost speak, with Roland Barthes, of the Degree Zero of ar-
chitectural writing.'®

Conversely, in the Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin (1962-1968), Mies van der
Rohe chose to give prominence to the simplicity of form and the underlying struc-
tural principle, which can be described as “tectonics of forces”. Thus, Mies’s design
makes it possible, even for a non-expert, to understand the downward loads, but at
the same time it downplays the tour de force of the construction process, which is
really much more complex than the simplicity of the overall form leads one to im-
agine.

Finally, in the Beaubourg (1971-1977), Piano and Rogers explore the breadth of
the tectonic dimension by articulating several declensions of it: “tectonics of assembly”
through the exposed structure and its subdivision into the greatest number of elements;
“tectonics of the building process” through the visible traces of the construction pro-
cess; and “tectonics of systems” purposely revealing the building’s systems. Now, com-
ing back to the initial question concerning the “epithelial architecture” of the 1990s, can
it all be read in the same way, as a spectacularization of technique?

In the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (1992-1997), Frank O. Gehry does not
mean to give the titanium sheet cladding legibility as such: he sees the building first
and foremost as a plastic work of art. The titanium cladding wraps the construction
up with an approach similar to the one used by the artist Christo. Building-site pho-
tographs show a sort of rollercoaster structure, which is then clad with a thin tita-
nium skin, a flat epidermis, which hides every trace of construction.

_ Figure 3.

Herzog & de Meuron, Ricola
Warehouse, Laufen, 1986-
1987.

Figg. 1,2

_ Figure 4.

Herzog & de Meuron, Ricola
Warehouse, Laufen, 1986-
1987.

All the elements which make
up the building’s stratified
skin are purposely made
visible in their articulation:
uprights, stringers, wood
brackets, fibre-cement
panels, yellow thermal
insulation sheets, even
screws and nails. The way
in which the elements have
been positioned makes it
clear that the envelope has
a mere cladding function.

Its articulation becomes
legible to the point of having
a didactic effect: it actually
informs viewers of how an
outer skin is built.

WITHIN THE TECHNICAL IMAGE

Despite apparent similarities, the treatment of external surfaces in contempo-
rary Swiss-German architecture — by this I mean the architecture produced in the
German-speaking parts of Switzerland — would appear to have different bases. As
Irina Davidovici has highlighted in her recent book,"” Swiss architectural culture
has its roots in craftsmanship: architects are professional figures who have retained
strong ties to the tradition of master-builders, with a special interest in materials,
their properties, and the ways they are assembled. Before anything else, Swiss-Ger-
man architecture is the art of building correctly.

However, in my opinion, there is more to it. Owing to Switzerland’s adoption
of national energy-efficiency standards well before other countries, Swiss-German
architects had already become acquainted with energy-saving construction tech-
niques as early as the 1970s.'® Experiments on the approaches to envelope insula-
tion increasingly proved that insulating buildings from the inside does not obtain
satisfactory energy-efficiency results, whereas external insulation, on the outer side
of the load-bearing structure, produces a drastic reduction of energy losses.'” This
combination of factors seems to have helped make Swiss-German architects aware,
very early on, of the need to have stratified modern envelopes, calling for the “hard”
load-bearing structure to be placed behind a “soft” stratified insulation package,
comprising weather-proofing as well as thermal and acoustic insulation.

Gehry may have chosen to hide the structure completely behind such a package
and only consider the outer surface layer of the envelope, but in the 1990s Swiss-
German architects, who based their design work on construction, did not accept
this approach. For them, if all that is visible of a building is its outer layer (because
its structure is hidden for energy-efficiency reasons), it is precisely on the cladding
that they will focus their design research and their technical and building experi-
mentation.

Let us consider a few examples, which should help clarify their approach. In the
case of Peter Zumthor and his Haldenstein studio (1986), a wooden load-bearing
structure was used with wood cladding elements both inside and outside, between
which a thick layer of insula-
tion was placed. The outer skin
thus consists of thin vertical
wood strips that are clearly to
be understood as purely clad-
ding elements. Furthermore,
to place even greater empha-
sis on the non-structural func-
tion of the envelope, the insu-
lation layer is visible behind
the open jointed wood strips.
By flagrantly revealing the non-
bearing nature of the outer lay-
er of the building, the architect
seems to be expressing a form
of “cladding tectonics” 2°: he
provides the observer with the
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necessary clues to grasp that the outer layer is mere cladding, independent of the
load-bearing structure.

By trying to problematize the necessary independence between the structure and
the stratified envelope, Swiss-German architects soon became aware of the formal pos-
sibilities of stratifying the technically necessary envelope.?' Furthermore, their mastery
of the art of building enabled them to realize that cladding can provide a great deal of
architectural freedom, opening up unexplored experimental possibilities.

The envelope of Herzog & de Meuron’s Ricola warehouse in Laufen (1986-
1987) has a stratified skin, consisting of an articulated set of visible assembled ele-
ments. The basic frame comprises wood uprights and stringers, to which horizontal
wood brackets are secured, supporting the grey fibre-cement panels that form the outer
layer of the envelope. The panels are inclined slightly outwards to allow water run-off
and to ventilate the envelope, but this calculated inclination also allows the observer to
read all the constitutive elements of the facade: the outer fibre-cement panel cladding,
the yellow thermal insulation under the panels, the shelves, the uprights and stringers,
even the screws and nails that secure the elements together. The way in which the lay-
ers have been positioned makes it clear that they are cladding: as far as architectural ex-
pression is concerned, one has the impression of a return to architectural truth. In this
case, architecture is a direct representation of how the exterior envelope is assembled
and of its non-load-bearing nature. In this case too, the term “cladding tectonics” can
be used to describe the building’s technical image. The cladding articulation becomes
legible to the point of having didactic consequences: it actually informs viewers of how
an outer skin is built.?2

Furthermore, the stratification is also used for its formal possibilities: the inner lay-
ers of a wall, especially the insulation, are not considered as merely functional elements
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Figg. 3-4

_ Figure 6.

Herzog & De Meuron,
Pfaffenholz Sports Centre,
St. Louis, 1989-1993.

_ Figura 6.

Herzog & De Meuron,
Pfaffenholz Sports Centre,
St. Louis, 1989-1993.

The outer glass sheets of
the envelope, with their
silkscreen texture, imply
transparency and appear

to reveal what lies beyond,
but they actually only allow
the constitutive layers of

the cladding to be seen, i.e.
the compressed chipboard
Eraclit panels, installed
below. Here too the cladding
purpose of the outer skin
becomes explicit, despite the
difficulty for viewers to fully
perceive its depth.

Figg. 5-6

Figg. 7-8
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that should remain hidden. Rather, they become one of the elements of architectural ex-
pression, in a process similar to the research developed by Arte Povera in the art world
around the same time. The influence of Joseph Beuys on Herzog & de Meuron and Pe-
ter Zumthor’s discovery of the basic meanings of materials is well known.

Following this initial stage, at the end of the 1980s, during which the decomposi-
tion of the envelope into its constitutive layers provided greater legibility of its articu-
lation into elements, Swiss-German architects took on the stratification of the modern
envelope as a design theme. They systematically explored all its formal declensions,
equally experimenting with the effects, in some cases perceptive effects, that they could
obtain from the depth of the outer skin.

In the Pfaffenholz sports centre in St. Louis near Basel, designed by Herzog & de
Meuron (1989-1993), the outer wall cross-refers to the actual texture of the insulation —
formed by compressed chipboard Eraclit panels, installed below — and to the silkscreen
texture printed on the outer sheets of glass, which in turn refers back to the chipboard
panels. The glass sheets are a reference to transparency and pretend to reveal what lies
beyond, but they actually only allow the constitutive layers of the cladding to be seen.
This gives depth to the epidermis and allows for the cladding nature of the outer skin to
become explicit, even if it remains difficult for the viewer to measure it.

Similarly, Annette Gigon and Mike Guyer play with the depth of their strati-
fied envelope in the Kirchner Museum in Davos (1989-1992). The outer facade of
the exhibition halls consists, from the inside towards the outside, of a reinforced
concrete load-bearing wall, a whitish fibre-glass thermal insulation layer, an air gap,
and finally translucent sheets of glass supported by a slender metal frame that forms
rectangular fields on the outer surface. Seen from the outside, the envelope remains
enigmatic: the glass provides visibility of the underlying insulation, but its distance
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from the glass panel and its translucent effect create a sense of indefinite depth
while also making the stratification evident.

This brief overview seeks to provide an understanding of how the “epithelial na-
ture” of contemporary Swiss-German architecture, which some critics interpret as an
advance of spectacularization, is actually closely linked to technical, constructive and
energy-efficiency issues. Martin Steinmann has confirmed this in commenting on the
legibility of the constructive features of the architecture of German-speaking Switzer-
land. He describes it as architecture parlante: “architecture that speaks, in that it speaks
of itself — of its technical essence”

While “informal” architecture rejects ties between form and materiality, as if
becoming aware of its constructive nature might endanger its “artistic” principles,
recent architecture from German-speaking Switzerland does not imply a program-
matic negation of its material and constructive nature. It could be described as
“epithelial architecture” if one considers the relevance attributed to the envelope.
However, it does reintegrate a tectonic dimension. While the legitimation of con-
temporary “informal” architecture is obtained by referring to sources that lie out-
side the discipline — such as literary theory, philosophical doctrines, computer al-
gorithms and graphic or sculptural expressions — contemporary architects from
German-speaking Switzerland are developing their architectural design work by
focusing their research on materials and on building techniques, in other words on
endogenous factors from within their discipline.

This becomes evident if one happens to look at the last pages of the publica-
tion documenting Burkhalter Sumi’s first exhibition of their architectural works. The
cross-sections of every work presented in the book allow one to compare the ener-

_ Figure 8.

Gigon & Guyer, Kirchner Gigon & Guyer, Kirchner
Museum, Davos, 1989- Museum, Davos, 1989-
1992. 1992.

On the outside the envelope

remains indecipherable: the

translucent surface of the

glass creates a sense of

indefinite depth; however the

glass sheets provide visibility

of the underlying whitish

fibre-glass insulation, thus

making the stratification

evident.

_ Figure 7.

Figg. 9-11

WITHIN THE TECHNICAL IMAGE

gy efficiency of each building enve-
lope. Furthermore, in their chron-
ological left-to-right arrangement,
the sections allow one to grasp how
the office’s architectural research
has gradually evolved towards
thicker and more complex insula-
tion solutions.?

By taking envelope stratifica-
tion as the theme of their design
work, Swiss-German architects are
transforming a technical problem
into a design asset, thus proving
their extremely realistic approach.
Such an approach is driving Swiss
architects to take on the real prob-
lems of society not just from with-
in the architectural community, but
also by engaging with the market.
Swiss building companies have had
a fundamental role in diffusing new
technical solutions that stem from
and evolve through collaboration between engineers and architects — e.g., exterior in-
sulation and finishing systems, cladding, etc. — and are then disseminated to the whole
professional community, an example of a virtuous circle not to be found in many oth-
er countries.

The aesthetics of Swiss-German architecture of the 1990s rests, therefore, on a
total acceptance of the tools that are most typical of architecture: construction tech-
niques. It appears to be a return to a design process that is intrinsic to architecture.
If most of today’s real technical innovations, for example numerical control ma-
chines, are of little interest from a formal standpoint and would seem to belong to
the order of the invisible, then Swiss-German architects seem to have found a new
lease of life in cladding and in its endless formal declensions. The realistic attitude
of contemporary Swiss-German architects seems to rest on an ideological, moral
and civil driving force that prompts them to face the real problems of society, such
as the sustainability of architecture.

In conclusion, it seems important to highlight, yet again, the fact that the goal
in the above analysis is not to define a “correct” way of using contemporary techni-
cal solutions. As underlined in the introduction, inferential criticism adopts a con-
jectural approach and does not aim at producing certain knowledge. The intention
underlying this paper is to reposition the architectural works analysed in a broader
and more articulated discourse on technique and to develop new (and still tenta-
tive) critical tools. The paper has used the two dimensions of the technical image
illustrated above — construction techniques and tectonics — proposing them as in-
vestigation tools to help dispel some of the commonplaces used by critics as well as
some of the more or less conscious mystifications by architects.
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To borrow Baxandall’s words, the ultimate goal of such an attempt is to guide
the viewer towards gaining a “sharper sense”? when reading architectural works,
helping him or her to set aside some of the ballast of the critical apparatus, while
reasserting authoritativeness to the experience of architecture, which can only be
gained from a thorough, direct examination of built objects.

_ Figure 9.
™ Cross sections
g s of Burkhalter Sumi's

architectural projects,
published at the back
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_ Figure 10.

Burkhalter Sumi,

Cross section of their
S T architectural projects

enabling a comparison
of the energy efficiency
of each building envelope
(© Burkhalter Sumi).
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Enlarged cross sections
of Burkhalter Sumi's
architectural works

(© Burkhalter Sumi).
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Roof constructions

Wall construction
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gravel layer, 50 mm

waterproof paper

shuttering in three sheets, 27 mm
ventilation slats, 40 mm
shuttering in three sheets, 27 mm
laminated beams, 230 mm
Flumroc insulation, 160 mm
damp-proof layer

ventilation slats, 50 mm

birch plywood, 12 mm

production energy: 775 MJ/m?
K value: 0.196 W/m?2 K

okoume plywood, 18 mm
windproof paper

beam structure, 100 mm
damp-proof layer

diagonal wooden planking, 20 mm
birch plywood, 12 mm

production energy: 372 MJ/m?
K value: 0.346 W/m? K

Pircher

corrugated asbestos cement sheet
ventilation slats, 60 mm

insulation

shuttering in three sheets, 27 mm
beams, 260 mm

Flumroc insulation, 120 mm
damp-proof layer

visible shuttering in three sheets, 27 mm

production energy: 700 MJ/m?
K value: 0.309 W/m? K

okoume plywood, 15 mm
ventilation slats, 30 mm
shuttering plank, 27 mm
beam structure, 120 mm
Flumroc insulation, 120 mm
damp-proof layer

shuttering plank, 27 mm
poplar veneer, 3 mm

production energy: 754 MJ/m?
K value: 0.301 W/m? K
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Abstract

Dentro 'immagine tecnica.
Per una lettura alternativa dell’architettura
svizzero-tedesca contemporanea

Nel corso degli anni Novanta del XX secolo, I'in-
volucro esterno ¢ diventato un elemento cruciale
dell’architettura costruita. Ma tutte le “architettu-
re epiteliali” possono essere lette secondo le me-
desime chiavi di lettura? Il testo indaga cosa si ce-
la dietro o, ancora meglio, dentro agli spettacolari
involucri dell’architettura recente e alle loro forme
apparentemente arbitrarie. Lo fa attraverso diver-
si casi studio, tra cui numerose architetture recenti
della Svizzera tedesca, mettendo in luce come non
tutti i casi possano essere letti come esito di un
processo arbitrario.

Larchitettura svizzera poggia su di una tradizione
costruttiva consolidata: I'architettura consiste pri-
ma di tutto nel costruire correttamente. A questo
si aggiunge il fatto che gli architetti svizzeri con-
temporanei hanno sviluppato una precoce consa-
pevolezza delle questioni relative alla sostenibilita:
gia dagli anni Settanta, prima della maggior parte
delle nazioni europee, i regolamenti federali pon-
gono un’attenzione crescente alla sostenibilita del
parco costruito e promuovono la sperimentazio-
ne in questo campo. Cosi contestualizzato, I’ap-
proccio degli architetti svizzeri pare dunque emi-
nentemente realistico: I'ineluttabile stratificazio-
ne dell’involucro moderno, che decreta di fatto la
sparizione della struttura dall'immagine dell’edifi-
cio, viene assunto dagli architetti svizzero-tedeschi
non solo per le sue performances tecniche, ma an-
che per il suo potenziale formale e progettuale. 11
progetto dell’involucro esterno diventa cosi per
loro occasione per mettere in evidenza gli elemen-
ti costruttivi e i loro assemblaggi, aprendo la via a
quella che pud essere definita una “tettonica del
rivestimento”.
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