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Sense
of Place

The sculptor in Zumthor

Architects, like all specialists, each seem

to have their own set of rules as to how
best to perform their function. This, in turn,
is reflected in the level of magnificence of
the realisation, especially after the result

of the endeavour has been experienced.
Peter Zumthor is someone who prefers to
thoroughly comprehend the surroundings

in which he places an edifice. The local
culture and the materials are two paramount
elements that feature in his approach. Having
designed buildings across the globe, the
proof of the pudding has definitely shown
itself to be very much in the eating.

SANDRA HOFMEISTER

PETER ZUMTHOR DRAWING
© Atelier Peter Zumthor & Partner
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MOCK UP 1:1 IN HALDENSTEIN (1)
© Atelier Peter Zumthor & Partner

MEMORIAL AT STEILNESET,
VARDJ, NORWAY
Photos © Bjarne Riesto

tire urban skyline and the rivers, and to intensify
this enthusiasm. The materials play an essential role
in that. This is why I do not work with white plas-
ter models but with various materials specific to the
project, such as concrete, wax or wood.

DAMN®: So your models are the very opposite of
neutral miniatures?

PZ: 1 have little time for abstract models. Architec-
ture itself, as we experience it, is not abstract, but
concrete. That is why I try to give my models a pre-
cise, concrete presence.

DAMN®: The Steilneset Memorial in Norway com-
memorates the victims of the witch-hunt. How did
you come to terms with the history?

PZ: In this case, the court records from the 17th cen-
tury had been preserved. They recount how 91 peo-
ple, mostly women, were accused and found guilty
after only a few days. There is no account of what
happened between these two dates. However, it is
easy to imagine how the confessions were obtained.
For example, I remember well that one woman con-
fessed that she flew through the air as a bird! The
most absurd things were confessed by all these wom-
en who were burnt at the stake at the site of today’s
monument. The Church and the Danish secular
authorities at the time were responsible for this. In
Varde, I immediately sensed the brutal presence of a
belief, a fanatical belief that destroys life. We worked
together with a historian, who drew up an extract
from the court records. She did this for each of the
91 victims. These documents can be read on a silk

32

e MR

. .
LlF ™ 0w

-
Ll N

I
L

1

33

¥
I

|




DAMNP®36 magazine / PETER ZUMTHOR

GROUND FLOOR (2)
© Atelier Peter Zumthor & Partner

MEMORIAL AT STEILNESET,
VARD@, NORWAY (1/3)
Photos © Bjarne Riesto
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by the result. However, when I look at the culture of
contemporary architecture, I observe that a feeling
and a flair for materials cannot manifestly be taken
for granted.

DAMN®: What is the reason for that?

PZ: When people buy a car or clothes, they usually
pay great attention to the overall effect. However, in
architecture they assume that buildings are simply
any old way. They lack sensitivity for buildings.
What needs to be added to the aspects already men-
tioned in order to make places sparkle?

How can [ put it? Let us imagine that 200 years ago a
composer wanted to express something and so com-
bined his composition and the sounds in such a way
that it ended up sounding the way he wanted. We
now listen to the result and maybe appreciate it as
a classical or baroque composition. However, there
are major differences. A lot of music is relatively ba-
nal, but great compositions are inconceivably beau-
tiful. It so happens that yesterday I went to a solo
concert given by the viola player Kim Kashkashian
in Zurich. She told the audience how she talks to
all living and dead composers, except for Bach. She
does not want to get to know him at all because he
is too great. There exists a capacity to create music
and a capacity to create spaces. For some reason, I
feel my spaces. I ask them whether or not they are
good. Maybe this work can be compared with that
of a sculptor. We both deal with materials and their
effect, with surfaces, light, and where shadows lurk.

DAMN?®: Le Corbusier was a painter. Are you?

PZ: No, so far I have never tried it. Occasionally,
sketches are produced from my work. I did receive
artistic training in the Kunstgewerbeschule (School
of Applied Arts) in Basel, but now I draw as an archi-
tect. My armour is architecture, although some peo-
ple do like my sometimes very stubborn and severe
working sketches. «
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