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Regenerating the Alps: Mountains as a Place to Live

IR EE VY, B{H#E-18E/Antonio De Rossi, Roberto Dini

SEASBE 1/ Translated by XIN Mengyao

nles /A
EREZH CRIE - HRE, KBER-FMER - &
T RS

RAZ B 6% 0B LT R BT 6 A KT BLE
AJE T, CEERIERY MR TSR K
—IARER A, RAVEIFT ML R A F KA R
T RELHRERFR (IAM) 695 %, Fei#a
BT RIJ L 89 N KR, fR 957 4952, A9t
PERFT —AGILILH 4 ER 0 FTREM LA
BAE DRI AALEE, AE%ELLE,
FIREILIFER TR T LG H LIk BT H
B FHREEARGHERIT AR A0 % THhHE. X
Tt AL G AR TR B WL ISR, SR T FRE
L VE A —ANEAEG PTG S T F KA,
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The second issue of the column deals with the
regeneration of humanized environments in the
Alps. Within the framework of the "Sustainablity
in the Mountains" issue of World Architecture,
we invited to contribute on the Alpine topic two
scholars of the IAM - Istituto di Architettura
Montana (Institute of Mountain Architecture),
based at Politecnico di Torino, Italy. What clearly
results from their interpretation is a manifold
relationship with memory: since Alps are inhabited
from centuries, Alpine architecture traditionally
embodies a number of values related to the
historical context, the community life rooted in
the territory, and traditional behaviors. This paper
presents an overview of contemporary Alpine
architecture, updating to the present needs and

ideals the tradition of the Alps as a place to live.
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Clavuot, electrical substation, Canton of Graubiinden, 1994.
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Over the course of the 20th century modern
Alpine architecture, with its strong emphasis on the
cultural and conceptual problem of inserting new
buildings in relation to pre-existences and to natural
and built environments with very distinct contexts,
has represented a contradiction to the orthodox
precepts of architectural Modernism in Europe.

Faced with the issues of substitution or
mimesis, the more interesting structures erected
in the Alps during the 1930s and the 1950s—the
golden age of modern Alpine architecture—posed
the themes of the dialogue with the context and the
re-elaboration of historical building cultures, parallel
to those regarding the restoration of historic city
centers and the preservation and development of

rural landscapes.

It was a new take on tradition, which the
acclaimed Italian architect Carlo Mollino defined as
follows: "Tradition is the continuous and living flow
of new forms that depend upon the unrepeatable
state of becoming of a relationship between cause
and effect [...]. Every building problem, depending
on its location and purpose, has a solution in
terms of authentic architecture and which, as such,
automatically fits beautifully into the landscape."

This idea of masterly dialogue between project
and context remained the core element of mountain
architecture through the end of the 20th century.

However, beginning in the 1990s, with
the success of works by Peter Zumthor, Gion A.
Caminada, Bearth & Deplazes, Hermann Kaufmann,

Jirg Conzett and many others, especially in
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Ruch, residences in Samedan, Canton of Graubiinden, 2011.
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Bergmeister & Wolf, house in St. Andra, Alto Adige, 2002.
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countries like Switzerland and Austria, and in the
Alto Adige region of Italy, a new vision of Alpine
architecture began to take shape.

What these new works seem to share in
common is the central role given to such qualities as
interpretation, disorientation, unveiling, discovery.
Even more important than "beautiful forms"—to
cite an image evoked by Peter Zumthor—the aim
of the project is to uncover new and unprecedented
meaning from the world of the "things that
surround us".

It is an operation of denaturalization and
disorientation that endeavors to find new values in
objects, characters that previously remained hidden.

This striving towards an interpretation of things in

terms of other, becomes particularly evident in the way
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in which materials are handled, in how they are treated
as matter and then again as building materials.

Needing to constantly return to the essence
of things to discover new meanings is combined
with a special sense of concreteness and realism, in
accordance with a line of research rooted precisely in
the modern architecture of these countries. (fig. 1)

Projects like these redefine the approach to the
problem of inserting new buildings in profoundly
distinctive contexts.

A fundamental element of this is the use
of simple volumes, drawn abstractly from the
forms of the old villages and re-elaborated using
contemporary technological configurations that
place considerable emphasis on texture, proportions,
layout and scale, and on the provision of walkways
and open spaces.

Emblematic examples include the numerous

housing projects by Hans Jérg Ruch, Mierta & Kurt
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1%, IS5 EEN, 1996/Daniele Marques & Bruno Zurkirchen,
renovation of a hayloft in Bergiin, Canton of Graubtinden, 1996.

7 ESRORGNIE, FMREE, IEEEIN, 2000/Gion
Caminada, house in Vrin, Canton of Graubiinden, 2000.
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Lazzarini, Bergmeister & Wolf, EM2, and even
Valerio Olgiati, whose quest for contrast between
the massive volumes in exposed reinforced concrete
and the surrounding landscape seems inspired
by the architectural and building culture of that
particular geographical area. (fig.2-4)

Along the same lines are the projects by
Bruno Spagolla or Ruinelli Associati, in which the
dialogue with the context is entrusted to abstract,
lightweight shells, often faced in wood and with
large openings, inserted delicately into the fabric of
ancient settlements. (fig. 5)

There is cross-contamination between the old
and the new, as in the case of the emblematic project
for the adaptive re-use of a hayloft in Bergiin, by
Daniele Marques & Bruno Zurkirchen, in which a
new wooden volume is embedded below the roof
and walls of the old building. (fig. 6)

Another central theme is the revival, in a

contemporary key, of local building traditions, by

means of simple, industrialized forms that become
architectural solutions in themselves. This is the
case of Gion Caminada, from the Swiss Canton
of Graubiinden, who reinterprets the technology
of the Strickbau or log building (fig. 07), and of
Hermann Kaufmann, who explores the architectural
significance of wood structures through reinvention
of the local production of construction timber.

A kaleidoscope of solutions, in particular as
regards residential construction, is presenting us
with unprecedented approaches to the relationship
between historical forms and new architecture. The
Alps are once again becoming first and foremost a
place in which to live and work, and a place in which to
experiment with new ways of designing and building
that are more sensitive to local development, to the
preservation and revitalization of the landscape, and

to the local historic and cultural heritage.[']
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