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Introduction

 Cities are perceived by the ground floor and they have to fulfil numerous expectations. The ground 

floor is a particular space in a city being at the junction of inside and outside spaces, as well as providing 

access to the upper floors and the underground floors. In addition, the different functional requirements vary 

between the different uses. Whereby living has the highest demands, as the need for privacy conflicts with all 

other public uses. 

 Contradictory claims make it difficult to meet all needs. On the one hand the ground floor has to be 

open and welcoming, has to offer unobstructed access, provide a quick and easy orientation, on the other 

hand it has to offer privacy and intimacy for the ground floor residential units. The common outdoor space is 

crucial in this regard. Thresholds as elements between two spaces of different conditions can help to define 

the transition area from public to common to private.

In this research I am examining the following questions: 

What impacts does a building have on the scale of its neighbourhood, in relations to its adjoining buildings?

Where are the transition zones with different kinds of interests? 

What kind of architectural elements can be used as threshold functions?

Which conditions must be given for well functioning thresholds?

What kind of quality can the threshold offer?

What kind of thresholds can activate space in favour of all users; residents, neighbours, passers-by and

other third parties?
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Methodology

 Selection of ground floor subjects

 For the analysis of collective housing in Switzerland from the year 2000 on a selection of the 

ground floor subjects has been done in a first process with a catalogue of over 50 projects. At the same time  

a field investigation has been done with the camera on the city ground floor of contemporary housing build-

ings. For the photo reportage the city of Biel, as a middle sized Swiss city has been explored.  The examina-

tion of the projects has been carried out in form of second-hand sources. This approach combined with the 

fieldwork allowed me to the development of common themes.

Ten relevant theme and subjects for the examination of the living on the ground floor have been chosen. 

 In a second phase reference projects have been selected out of the projects catalogue for the 

further investigation of the themes. Each topic is developed and accompanied by one to three projects.

The photo reportage has been documented with some images at the beginning of each ground floor theme.

 Project Analysis

 In a first step the projects have been analysed systematically, from the city scale to the building 

scale. Special attention has been given to the interaction between the building and its surroundings, as well 

as the interaction between private residential units and its direct outdoor space.

Therefore general project information’s have been collected. A figure-ground plan shows the projects ur-

ban context and gives information on building density as well as the distances to neighbouring buildings. A 

project description gives further information about the neighbourhood, the residential building or building 

complex and the housing typology. 

 Secondly plans have been gathered and redrawn. Different kinds of plan scales have been used 

to examine the project. After the figure-ground plan, two maps in the scale of 1:2’500 give an overview of 

the plot area and the building complex. One map examines the access possibilities of the outdoor area from 

public to common to private. Another map compares the proportion of build and natural ground. They are 

followed by a more detailed redrawn plan in the scale of 1:500. On this plan standardized textures, colours 

and icons for recurring elements, like urban furniture’s, allow a comparison of the different projects. Special 

ground floor functions are mentioned as well as significant height difference. In the most projects a section in 

the scale of 1:500 gives additional information. To answer the question of what kind of ground floor functions 

are where placed in the residential units, a standard floor plan at the scale of 1:100 (generally) is shown.

 A project conclusion at the end of the analysis summarizes my observation and the reasons why 

this specific project was chosen for this ground floor theme.

 The whole analysis is accompanied with relevant ground floor pictures. The pictures as well as the 

information’s are all second hand sources. All the credits are noted. 
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Urban Ground Floor

–

Areas with divergent Territorial Claims

 Pre-modern Cities – Post-modern Cities

 The map La topografia di Roma of Giovanni Battista Nolli of Rom from 1748 [Nolli 1748], is an at-

tempt to visualize the boundaries of public and private space in the urban structure of a city. On this map the 

city is shown as a continuous pattern of solid figures. One can also describe it as an image of one big solid 

mass that has been carved out to create the public realm. The voids are outdoor and public rooms that are 

publicly accessible. The map illustrates that buildings are not isolated events but part of a bigger ensemble. 

The outlines of the buildings form the public spaces, which have been carefully designed [Bates 2014:179]. 

It’s an interaction between solids and voids without hierarchy or superiority.

 Bernhard Hoesli, Swiss professor and architect (1923-84)[1] describes this interaction between 

solid and void as an equally participating of a figure-ground continuity because to him space in an architec-

tural sense is just one continuous medium. ‘(…) space in terms of architecture is conceptually a continuous 

medium comprising the perceptually distinguished solid of mass and void of space. As soon as we see and 

understand solid and void as equally participating in or equally constituent of a figure-ground continuity it is 

no longer necessary to insist on their perceptually antithetical nature.’ [Hoesli 1997:91]

 ‘In contrast, the modern city reverses this conceptual reading, to that a building is always seen as 

an object in itself, while space is magnified as a kind of recessive, formless background (…)’ states Stephen 

Bates [2014:179].

 I’m persuaded that it’s the formless background that has to receive importance and has to be 

clearly defined, not left as a residual space. Because today’s ground floor requirements are far too complex 

and too significant as that it can be left as empty gap. In a first part I will separate the idea of void and solid as 

two equal parts of a figure-ground continuity into three assumptions:

- the solid and the void are the result of the other and that they are both the result of mutual interaction

- the figure-ground continuity shows that a defined space is itself part of another space

- space as a continuous medium, is not differentiating between inside and outside (the flowing space, a claim 

of modern architecture) [Venturi 1966:70] 

In a second part I’m examining today’s different polarities of ground floor functions and follow the idea that 

thresholds can give answer to the complexity of areas with divergent territorial claims. Maybe it’s not any 

more the wall the architectural event, but the threshold as an in-between space.

 Solid and Void as mutual Interaction

Alban Janson, German architect (1869-1947)[2] describes the interaction between solid and void, which 

were studied by Fritz Schumacher, German urban planer [3] in 1926, as the following. ‘It is perhaps only the 

interplay of convexity and concavity that reveals the relevance to the relationship between private and pub-

lic. As we move within the concave public square, the individual building forms part of the square’s frontage. 

At a certain point (…), however, our attention can switch to the convex single (possibly private) building (also 

with a concave interior).’ [Janson 2014a:185]

 A building can be part of a concave public square and be perceived as a convex shape. As soon 

as you approach it, it becomes clear that the enclosed space of the building is also a concave space. It is this 

interaction of void and solid, which influences them both and also shapes them. At the same time this also 

forms the thin line between public and private.
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 Fifty years later Christopher Alexander, American architect and mathematician (1936) [4] speaks 

about negative and positive space, where it also becomes apparent that the meaning of the outdoor space 

has changed. Although space he describes the seam phenomena, but the outdoor space is being valuat-

ed, whereas in Schumacher’s analysis both types of space exist in mutual interaction and as equal partners. 

‘There are two fundamentally different kinds of outdoor space: negative space and positive space. Outdoor 

space is negative when it is shapeless, the residue left behind when buildings – which are generally viewed 

as positive – are placed on the land. An outdoor space is positive when it has a definite shape, as definite as 

the shape of a room, and when its shape is as important as the shapes of the building which surround it.’ [Al-

exander 1977:518]

 In his description solid and void are not any more interacting with each other. It is the positive, con-

cave space that is placed on a background. This background only becomes important when itself generates 

a space, otherwise it’s just formless background.

 A Room as a Space in Space

 Höesli mentions also that space is ‘conceptually a continuous medium (…) perceptually distin-

guished solid of mass and void of space.’ So space can also be viewed as a matter present everywhere, 

which can be divided into smaller units. Eliel Saarinen, Finnish-American architect (1873-1950)[5]  said ‘just 

as a building is the organization of space in space. So is the community. So is the city.’ [Saarinen 1966:70] In 

other words, just as a building organises space in space, a building and its surroundings can structure parts 

of the neighbourhood or a settlement can structure a district. This capacity to act beyond the boundaries of 

the building requires connecting points and transitions between two adjoining areas. Modernism wanted to 

remedy the transitions and create new spatial possibilities with the continuous space.

 Before coming to the continuous space, we will discuss Venturi’s application of this theory to the 

interior space. Then this spatial relationship of buildings and site can also be applied on interior space. Ven-

turi, American architect (1925-2018) [6].

 calls this idea of interlocking spaces ‘the idea of a room as a space in space’ [Venturi 1966:70].

Adjoining rooms can have very specific properties. Their respective function is assigned to them alone. Their 

proximity to another room allows their qualities and functions to extend beyond them. Secondary rooms can 

frame the main room or be located entirely within it. This inside order organizes and forms a building. As a me-

diator and witness at the same time the façade gives evidence of an inside order of a building and expresses 

the building as a unity at a city scale. Or as Venturi defines it more precisely, ‘The inside order of a house ac-

commodates the functions of the domestic scale. The outside order expresses the unity of the idea of house 

an easy scale appropriate (…) possibly to the city’ [Venturi 1966:71].

 Sometimes the inside does not match the outside and a contradiction is visible, it can be in the form 

of an unattached lining that produces an additional space. But it can also be a difference between the top and 

the bottom. This can lead to surprising spatial experiences as for example multiple domes of a chapel. They 

can have the effect of a mysterious glow by allowing light to enter horizontally through hidden openings. If the 

residual space is closed they are called closed poché. ‘Closed poché are determined primarily by exterior 

spatial forces rather than the inherent structure of the form. (…) Residual space in between dominant spaces 

with varying degrees of openness can occur at the scale of the city (…)’ [Venturi 1966:80]. Venturi mentions 

here the residual spaces under highways and calls them ‘no-man’s lands between the scale of the region and 

the locality’ [Venturi 1966:80]. These are the same residual spaces that Bates talks about when he refers to 

‘recessive, formless background’.
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 Continuous Space

 Perhaps the concept of the spatial continuum can help, let’s take up again Hoesli’s point of view. He 

is persuaded that the ambiguity of building and space, solid and void, inside and outside, inversion and pro-

trusion, private and public are equal parts of the spatial continuum. ‘This dualistic concept of a figure-ground 

continuity of solid and void as complementary aspects of space is, as all evidence reveals, the concept of 

continuous space of modern architecture.’ [Hoesli 1982:92]

 He refers to the concept of modern architecture that calls for a continuity of inside and outside 

space. Something that can be achieved through related horizontal and vertical planes, whereas the inside 

and the outside area are being connected with plate glass. An achievement made possible thanks to tech-

nology, since the inside is thermally independent of the outside

[Venturi 1966:70].

 If inside and outside are part of the same spatial continuum how are the different use being sep-

arated? Visually they give no indication when a change from public to private takes place. Where should the 

boarders be placed or should they also be softened? The requirements for the ground floor are so varied 

and sometimes completely contradictory. And exactly because all this polarities are part of the same spatial 

continuum, it is hard to answer to all of the ground floor demands at the same time.

 Polarities of Post-modern Ground Floor

 What happened to the piano nobile and the bel étage from pre-modern era, when ground floors 

functioned as service floor for staff and supplies? This ground floor expression has been replaced by a for-

tified appearance that accommodates office, administration, residents and commerce. This changed again 

in the post-modern era of neoliberal politics of the cities, when every city had to develop their own entre-

preneurial profiles, since the state emphasized on the locals. The tendency of welcoming customers has 

changed the ground floor expression again. [Tüby 2014:16-23]

Some of the contemporary ground floor polarities will be discussed in the following. As we have seen, the 

wall has no longer been required as a thermal enclosure since modern times. The interior is thermally in-

dependent of any solid construction constraints, having other construction possibilities. But other techni-

cal constrains are coming together on the ground floor. In the 19th Century the words ‘Water and Gas on all 

floors’ were used to advertise their presence on all floors in new apartment units. Today, the fact of having 

these services on all floors is self-evident, therefore their access and circulation space must also be ensured. 

[Tüby 2014:23]

 Welcoming Gesture vs. Fortification

A continuous space between inside and outside not only allows the natural environment inside, but also has 

an inviting gesture for the person entering. An aspect that is important for many service functions in order to 

attract customers. The ground floor is not only the entrance, but also the vertical distribution for the upper 

and lower floors. A clear orientation is necessary.

 Public vs. Privacy

Another important point is the public access on semi-public and common outdoor areas. Even if the shar-

ing of common outdoor areas is desired, the implementation is often connected with many regulations and 

agreements. Or the access is restricted to the residents. Public access is in contrast to the protection of pri-
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vacy. This is especially the case of ground-floor apartments, where the residents are at the same eye level 

as the passers-by.

Street were once communal spaces but today the regulations governing the use of communal outdoor spac-

es, are suddenly linked to rules of conduct as on school areas or other public institutions. ‘In pre-industrial 

societies, common land between houses and between workshops existed automatically-so it was never 

necessary to make a point of it. The paths and streets which gave access to buildings were safe, social spac-

es, and therefore functioned automatically as common land.’ [Alexander 1977:337]

 Thresholds

 Are thresholds an answer to the conflicting claims of the ground floor? What can they achieve and 

where are their limits? Herman Hetzberger, Dutch architect (1932)[7] describes the threshold as follows, 

‘The threshold provides the key to the transition and connection between areas with divergent territorial 

claims and, as a place in its own right, it constitutes, essentially, the spatial condition for the meeting and di-

alogue between areas of different orders.’ [Hetzberger 1995:32] So they offer a common transition zone for 

the two adjoining areas.

And as Catherine Dee, Britisch landscape architect [8] demands, they offer people space to adjust to differ-

ent circumstances. ‘They are places in which people wait, rest, anticipate, arrive and leave, greet, contem-

plate, change – they are places in which to acclimatise or prepare. A threshold can often provide visual and 

physical integration of the landscape if it possesses qualities of both the spaces it connects – the environ-

ment that is being left behind as well as the place being entered.’ [Dee 2001:171]

 If thresholds have once evolved out of construction necessity, it is also thanks to the development 

in construction methods that they are not required any more. It is correct if Bates describes nowadays con-

struction situation, as ‘The lack of thresholds as a social achievement and a politically sensitive issue is now 

the status quo in residential construction.’ [Zoller 2014:169] But thresholds are more than just redundant 

construction necessities.

 It is human experience by traversing a threshold that makes it significant, the transitional move-

ments. As for an example the raised landing in front of the entrances with a small canopy; the stairs make it 

possible to climb the raised ground floor level, the roof allows a dry entry and the landing offers a space to 

linger. Then the change in height between the public ground floor level and the building ground floor level 

has the consequence of forcing the entrant to slow down, which is linked to more physical effort. This imme-

diately changes the perception and accentuates the action of entering. But this threshold has also an other 

function, it offers the possibility to change one’s behaviour from an passer-by to a resident. The transition 

between the private and the public sphere can be from the inside to the outside and also from the below to 

the above. [Janson 2014:189]

 Other thresholds can be the in-between spaces like passages, arcades, verandas, canopies, 

courtyards and galleries. They are partly placed inside the building and belong to both the outside space 

and the building. [Janson 2016b] All these elements enrich the city streets with layers of in-between spaces. 

And while the give character of the city, they also determine the way the city is perceived. [Bates 1977:179] 

Of course the wall itself can be a threshold - a space-containing shell, where the thickness of the wall allows 

niches and recesses. This enables accommodation and movement within the wall and establishes thereby a 

buffer zone for the inhabitants. [Janson 2014:189]

 Stephen Bates calls these elements ‘private gifts to the public city’. [Bates 2014:181]
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 Is the Wall still the Architectural Event

 Today transition areas between public and private are disappearing more and more. Porches, 

stoops steps, canopies, balconies were once part the wall scenery of the city. Now the façades are loosing 

these layers of semi-public spaces, which used to conciliate between public and private sphere. The once 

riche variations’ of thresholds are being reduced to necessity and functionality. 

 It’s not only the loss of thresholds the contemporary phenomenon, but also the lack of clear de-

fined spaces as Aldo van Eyck, Dutch architect (1918-1999)[8]  claims for. ‘Architecture should be conceived 

of as a configuration of intermediary places clearly defined. (…) In-between places which induce simultane-

ous awareness of what is significant on either side.’ He gives the following reasons ‘planning on whatever 

scale level should provide a framework – to set the stage as it were – for the twin-phenomenon of the indi-

vidual and the collective without resorting to arbitrary accentuation of either on at the expense of the other.’ 

[Venturi 1966:84]

 Not the façade alone marks the transition between inside and outside. It’s the sequence of dif-

ferent thresholds that is necessary to fulfil and satisfy the different demands of the ground floor. It is clear 

that thresholds – as transitional spaces must continue to be created by architects and landscape architects. 

They define and shape the environment from private space to public space. Through their design they give 

meaning to the surrounding space, help to create identity and to build society. 

Although public use on private ground is desired and this can contribute to a more lively community life, the 

handling of the use of another’s property remains unclear. Because rules and conditions are sometimes not 

respected and it is difficult to always enforce them.

 ‘If the spatial transitions and gaps simply disappear, then ground floor housing is on the same level 

as the city.’ as Bates notice [ 2014:169].

 That’s what is at stake today.
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Figure [2]
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 PROJECT ANALYSIS

General approach of the analysis

This serves as an explanation of the order of the ten ground floor themes.

The order follows the general approach of a project, a modus operandi that will be repeat-

ed for each project analysis as well. 

The first theme deal with the question of forming an address, accessing a building area, 

finding the main entrance. 

01 Entrance

02 Access

Another topic that can also be summarized under gateways is the interior passage of a 

building complex, or between a building and its neighbour. 

03 Passage

Since common outdoor spaces are often used as a means to access a building, the fol-

lowing topic, often neglected, is the front garden. This remaining part of the garden, which 

once served representative purposes, is today often only a distant-green.

04 Common Outdoor Space

05 Front Garden

Having approached the building in different forms we will take up as next subject its base. 

The base was once an fundamental architectural element defining the transition between 

ground floor and building. Is this element still relevant in contemporary architecture and 

how is it compatible with today’s requirements of the ground floor?

06 Base

Two further tools affect the transition between inside and outside, they are related with 

the vertical shift or even the placement of an apartment on two floors. These two subjects 

have significant influence on how residents sense their outside and how their privacy is 

conserved. 

07 Raised Ground Floor

08 Maisonette

Nevertheless the outdoor space remains very important to residents, but it is rather the 

private outdoor space, that is perceived as extensions of the living space.

09 Covered Private Space

10 Private 



18 Gottstatt-Strasse,  Biel

Figure [3]
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 ENTRANCE

 The placement of the entrance is important to invigorate the street space. And 

of course in the opposite the street loses identifying markers for the public realm. The en-

trance can help to orientate[1] This fact serves to activate street life, but perhaps a quieter 

entrance is more desirable from the perspective of the resident.

 There is another important factor when approaching the building. ‘Conscious-

ly or unconsciously, a person walking works out his path some distance ahead, so as to 

take the shortest path.’  [2] So that’s way the main lines of approach to the site have to be 

considered for the placement of the entrance. ‘Locate entrances so that, once the build-

ing come into view, the entrance, too, comes into view (…)’. [3]  Since nobody wants to have 

to look for an entrance. Of course an entrance should offer also features for protection 

from rain, wind and cold.

 

 In addition to these physical influences, the entrance also assumes a mental 

function. The entrance, perhaps more than any other transition zone, prepares one for the 

change to come. ‘The experience of entering a building influences the way you feel inside 

the building. If the transition is too abrupt there is no feeling of arrival, and the inside of the 

building fails to be an sanctum.’ [4] The explanation seems clear, ‘While people are on the 

street, they adopt a style of ‘street behaviour.’ When they come into a house they naturally 

want to get rid of this street behaviour and settle down into the more intimate spirit appro-

priate to a house.’ [5]

 Notes
[ 1] Mikoleit, A., Pürckhauer, M., 2011, Urban Code: 100 Lessons for Understanding the City. Zurich: 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and gta Verlag, ETH Zurich
[2] Porter, T., (1964) «A Study of Path Choosing Behavior». In: Alexander‚ C., A Pattern Language. New 
York: Oxford University Press. p.584.
[3] Alexander, Ch., et al., 1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.584.
[4] see Alexander, 1977. p.592.
[5] see Alexander, 1977. p.592-593.
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20 General-Dufour-Strasse,  Biel

Figure [4]



21Jakob-Stämpfli-Strasse,  Biel

Figure [5]



22 Zukunft-Strasse,  Biel

Figure [6]



23Post-Strasse,  Biel

Figure [7]
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 Context

 Mattenhof is one of six neighbourhoods of the City of Bern. It is located in the 

southwest of the town. The longish plot extends between the Schwarztorstrasse in the 

south and a 150 m long tenement house to the north. The ensemble is part of a bigger ur-

ban block and offers its inhabitants a calm courtyard in the north. The building serves as 

a noise emission blocker. The building is situated directly on the southern plot limits, next 

to the sidewalk between the heavy traffic of the Schwarztorstrasse and a green backyard 

with trees. The building hosts an exclusively residential program, except for a coffee shop 

on the south-eastern corner.

A plain brick façade on the street side with big windows and loggias structures the 150 

meters long slab. The big dimensions correspond to the urban spaces, while the frag-

mented volume towards the court addresses the needs of residential units. This folding 

out of the façade results in a big façade projection towards the calm park and offers more 

apartment units a view towards the green outback.

 Interaction

 The semi-public park is hidden in the rear of the building. The trees are accord-

ingly arranged to offer a lot of light contrast and shade for recreation and play opportuni-

ties. The court is designed as a park with pathways of asphalt with colour pigments that 

meander around grass patches with tree groups. These pathways lead from one play ob-

jects to the next: swings, sand pit with a water pump, while benches and tables are spread 

out under the trees and between the bushes. The two possible entrances to the apart-

ments are either from the main road, where six entrances are placed, or from the court, 

with five. The entrances towards the road are formulated as big cutouts in the façade, 

where two pillars form an arcade. This urban element responds to the city context. 

Once inside, an open and big entrance hall reveals the interlaced spatial varieties that 

results from the two entrances and the mezzanine apartments. The openness and gen-

erosity of the space helps to guide as orientation in the circulation area. The staircases 

serve four residential units, one of them being a duplex apartment. The apartments are 

orientated in at least two if not three directions, this offers a lot of natural light and the pos-

sibility to air the rooms towards the court.

 Living

 The apartments have a small entrée that leads to the living room with an open 

transition zone to the dining room and kitchen, which are slightly offset. Balconies and log-

gias offer private outdoor space, and there are no direct accesses from the outside to the 

apartments.

Those residential units that partly face the street have the kitchen placed on the south 

façade (street side), while all the other rooms face the court, in order to comply with regu-

lations regarding noise pollution.
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The building bar along the street functions as noise protection, while the frag-

mented volumes of the court façade react on the requirements of the residential units. 

The complex has two entrance sides. The recessed main entrances along the street 

façade offer some weather protection, while being visible from afar. These entrances 

together with the court entrances and the parking garage accesses come together in a 

same hallway. The public court is hidden in the building’s rear, invisible for passers-by only 

accessible over narrow paths. The court is a park whose depth develops into every build-

ing-pouch. Its other border rises like a balcony above the underground parking.

 

 Quality

 The building overcomes the context constraints with its different façades, a 

lean street façade as noise protection and a big façade projection towards the calm court. 

Generous hallways are placed at strategic junctions and mediate not only between front 

and back, but also between beneath and above.

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Schweizer Baudokumentation. viewed 18.11.2019 on: www.projekte.baudokumentation.ch/brun-
nmatt-ost
Esch Sintzel Architekten. viewed 18.11.2019 on: www.eschsintzel.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: Bern 2019, www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, 
eschsintzel.ch, Bern 2019, map.apps.bern.ch
Figure [8] Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, eschsintzel.ch
Figure [10] Section Plans: Redesign by the author, map background: Schnitte. retrieved 18.11.2019 on: 
projekte.baudokumentation.ch/brunnmatt-ost

 Graphics

Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Erdgeschoss. retrieved 18.11.2019 on: pro-

jekte.baudokumentation.ch/brunnmatt-ost

 Photographic Credits

Figure [2] : © bauwelt

Figure [3] : © bauwelt

Figure [4] : © BLLA

Figure [5] : © BLLA

Figure [6] : © Walter Mair

Figure [11] : © atu-prix

Figure [12] : © eschsintzel
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 ACCESS BALCONY

 ‘To recreate the social intercourse of public movement, as far as possible, the 

movement between rooms, offices, departments, buildings, must actually be outdoors, 

on sheltered walks, arcades, paths, streets, which are truly public and separate form 

cars.’ [ 1]

The required architectural element, which can become an urban space of encounters, 

is the access balcony. It allows several apartments to be accessed without creating a 

dark corridor. The circulation area becomes a neighbourly meeting place. It’s a buffer 

zone between inside and outside, where the boundary between private and public can 

approach each other on a common ground.

And it’s as Christopher Alexander, an American architect and mathematician (1936) [2] 

claims an area, where people recognize their home in it – right from their front door. ‘(…) 

prepare to knit the inside of the building to the outside, by treating the edge between the 

two as a place in its own right, and making human details there’ [3]

 Of course it can’t be a pure circulation area with minimum mass. And place-

ment in the north, where there is little sunshine, and where perhaps the noisy road is, will 

not promote social exchange either. If real additional value for the neighbourhood is to 

be hoped for, conditions must be created for this to happen. The critical factors here are 

the size of the building and the number of apartments per floor. Unfortunately good in-

tended project have failed because of this. The most famous access balcony is probably 

the ‘Street in the Air’ of Alison and Peter Smithson in their project Robin Hood Gardens 

(1972) in London. [4] 

 Notes
[ 1] Alexander, Ch., et al., 1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.527.
[2] wikipedia, «Christopher Alexander». Last edited 16.12.2019. Viewed 03.01.2020. https://de.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Christopher_Alexander
[3] see Alexander, 1977. p.584.
[4] Heckmann, O., Schneider, F., 1994. Grundriss Atlas Wohnungsbau. Basel: Birkhäuser. 4. Edition. 
p.39-40

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.32-35 : © by the author
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 Context

 The Erlenmatt area is part of a new residential area in the north of the City of 

Basel on the old rails of the Deutsche Bahn AG. In the centre of this residential area is the 

Erlenmattpark. It is surrounded by three bigger building ensembles, which each one form-

ing an urban block. The apartment building Stadterle is part of the urban block Erlenmatt 

Ost Area and is situated between the park and a court, the Erlenmatthof. Since the project 

Stadterle is part of an overall layout plan with common parks and courtyards, the project 

on its own has almost no surrounding area.

 The proprietor’s premise for the residential units was the community life. The 

units’s size vary between 1,5 and 6,5 rooms, as well as two shared apartments of 8 and 

12 rooms. The apartments are tightly dimensioned, with an average square meters of 45 

per person. (The average square meters per person in the City of Basel are 54 m2.)[ 1 ] 

To compensate this scarcity of space and to encourage the exchange among the inhab-

itants, the building offers different common rooms such as a lobby and a roof terrace, a 

shared laundry room and guestrooms. The covered veranda that serves as access to the 

apartments is also part of the common space. This circulation area is placed on the court-

side, the Erlenmatthof.

 Interaction

 The ground floor is raised on a concrete base, a meter above court level. Dif-

ferent stairs and a ramp lead to the socle. In the junction of the two wings the lobby with 

community room, kitchen and dining room is placed and next to it the common laundry 

room. Two open staircases are placed on the edges of the V-shaped building. A third 

staircase with a lift leads from the centre to the upper floors of the five story building. The 

apartments can be reached over an access balcony, this gives each unit its on address. 

On the common veranda a coloured zone is marked in front of each unit that allows private 

appropriation.

 Living

 The apartments have a double-side orientation and are entered through an 

open kitchen with a transition area to the living room. The kitchen and the bedroom are 

placed next to the covered veranda, while the living room and all the other rooms are ori-

entated towards the outside façade. 

Since the residential units are of relatively small dimensions, there are no hallways. Cir-

culation from room to room is guarantied through the joint dining and living room. They 

are only slightly shifted from one another, the overlaps serving as entrance in to the other 

rooms. Besides the direct access from the covered veranda, the ground floor apartments 

have no additional access to the outside.

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 Access to the building is via the smaller courtyard (Erlenmattplatz), which is 

separated from the large courtyard of the whole residential area. The access balcony is 

oriented towards the south-east, a good condition for an active use of the outdoor space 

as an area of encounter. The building is on a raised base, which offers a privacy screen 

for the apartments form the pedestrian street (Goldbachweg). The base serves as well as 

spatial distinction between residents’ area and community area of the court. The ground 

floor benefits of the balcony layer, which offers weather protected outdoor space. This 

area is furthermore additionally activated by the community room in the middle of the 

building.

 

 Quality

 The project has an opening gesture towards the public court and includes an 

access balcony not only as a buffer zone in its façade, but rather use it as an activating 

community-life space. This has also positive effects for the court, and the raising of the 

building on a base offers some privacy for the residents from the public court.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Kunz, D. “Stadt im kleinen Massstab”. werk, bauen + wohnen. 6-2018. p.69-75
Buchner Bründle Architekten. viewed 29.10.2019 on: www.bbarc.ch

[ 1] Meier Primavesi, A. et al. “Erlenmatt Ost - Nachhaltig Und Zukunftsweisend”. Regio Basiliensis. 
57/3- 2016. retrieved 29.10.2019 on: www.regbas.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [6]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, bbarc.ch, Basel 2019,
www.map.geo.bs.ch
Figure [8] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: Schnitt c-c. retrieved 29.10.2019 
on: www.arc-award.ch/de/genossenschaftshaus-stadterle
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, 
bbarc.ch, Basel 2019, map.geo.bs.ch

 Graphics

Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Grundriss EG. retrieved 18.11.2019 on: pro-
jekte.baudokumentation.ch/brunnmatt-ost

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Basile Bornard
Figure [3] : © bbarc
Figure [4] : © openhaus-basel
Figure [5] : © bbarc
Figure [10] : © Basile Bornard
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 PEDESTRIAN STREET + PASSAGE

 ‘A city is only truly lively and attractive when its streets offers spaces for stop-

ping and lingering, in addition to their fundamental access role. (…) It has been shown that 

people feel more at ease when they are not in leftover spaces in buildings, but in main 

spaces, whose boundaries are clearly defined.’  [ 1]

Pedestrian streets allow people to move freely without being hindered by traffic. They of-

fer space for spontaneous encounters, but also leave room for aimless wandering. For 

this purpose, the streets must be wide, but not too narrow. ‘(…) it should be noted that pe-

destrian streets, which seem most comfortable are the ones where the width of the street 

does not exceed the height of the surrounding buildings. [2]

 ‘The passages refer to a built-in, publicly accessible alleyway through a gener-

ally private building complex.’ [3] This description could also apply to the covered shop-

ping arcades, which have their origin in the glass-roofed shopping street from the nine-

teenth century. I do not want to examine the shopping arcades, but one of the following 

reference objects is a hall, which serves as a distribution and meeting zone. Their condi-

tions are similar. It’s a semi-public space with an intermediate climate, whose purpose is 

functional and orientation is clear.

 I would also like to examine here another passage, the one that serve as short-

cuts in the public street network. For pedestrians, it connects streets and squares that 

are actually separated from each other by the urban fabric. This passage often only goes 

through one building, but if it links a pedestrian street to a main street at the same time, this 

is a revaluation of several buildings. 

Walther Benjamin wrote, ‘Passages are houses or corridors that have no outside - like the 

dream.’ [4]

A beautiful metaphor of a room that does not belong to any other room or building. It’s a 

room that exists without being assigned to anything. 

 Notes
[ 1] Mikoleit A. , Pürckhauer M., 2011. Urban Code. Zurich: Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
gta Verlag, ETH Zürich, p.76
[2] Alexander, Ch., et al.,1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.528.
[3] Degen, P., 2014. Stadtraumkultur. Zürich: vdf Hochschulverlag. Translated by author, p.101.
[4] Benjamin, W., (1983). «Passagen-Werk». In: Degen, P., 2014. Stadtraumkultur. Zürich: vdf Hocschul-
verlag. Translated by author, p.101.

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.42-45 : © by the author
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 Context

 The plot is a former Swiss Locomotive and Machine Works factory plant. It 

is placed between one of the main roads leading into the city centre of Winterthur and a 

single-family house neighbourhood. The ensemble consists of four parallel bars, each 88 

meters long. ‘The strictly aligned row structures is strongly reminiscent of that of the old 

factory.’ [ 1 ] Not only the building’s dimension, also the materiality reminds of an industrial 

atmosphere. Even though all four bars are built totally new. 

 

 Interaction

 The former iron-casting hall incorporates two bars with apartment units in its 

existing structures. Only one of the residential rows is next to a street, the Agnesstrasse. 

The other pathways between the building ensemble are only traversable by foot or bicy-

cle, creating a semi-public atmosphere. This longitudinal space is broken up by cross pas-

sages and private loggias set into the buildings. All passages are accessible from the front 

end of the buildings, as well as the parking garage entrance and the visitor parking spaces. 

The apartments use the potential of their particular location in the building ensemble.

 

 Living

 Duplex units connected by the former iron-casting hall :

The apartments on the very outside, towards the Agnesstrasse have private gardens 

that are directly accessible from the units. The duplex units are raised about a meter 

from the hall level. A few steps lead to the attached entrance box. The opposite housing 

bar offers a two story high, private open space as a set in loggia, which serves also as 

entrance for the apartments. The former iron-casting hall is not only a circulation area, it 

provides a lot of common space for encounters and social activities. Two staircases and 

a lift reach up to the circulation gallery of the units above. A glass roof covers the space 

and offers enough light so that all apartments have rooms orientated towards the hall.

 Units in the two separated bars:

All the apartments have a more or less east-west orientation and have a direct access to 

the outside. Each unit has a small outdoor area, which is at their free disposal. The stairs 

and lifts are placed on passages connecting the different outdoor spaces between the 

buildings. This allows a crossing from the east to the west of the building ensemble.

All apartments units have a similar room disposal. The entrance is placed at the junction 

between a big open living kitchen and the stairs for the upper floor. If it’s not a duplex 

apartment, the entrance space is separated from the living space with the cupboard as 

wardrobe.

 

 

 

 

Figure [ 5 ]
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Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The official address is Agnesstrasse, but access to the area is guaranteed from 

both sides thanks to pedestrian streets. Their proportions are similar to those of the old 

town streets, which contributes to an attractive street life. Hidden passages connect the 

pedestrian streets, they enable crossing and create a certain porosity of the neighbour-

hood.

The former iron-casting hall serves as all-weather hall and has a different atmosphere, a 

remote space for the community. Privacy was achieved in all four housing rows by varying 

the distances between public and private. This was realized by horizontal or vertical shifts. 

Three of the rows contain mezzanine apartments, while the fourth row offers the largest 

private outdoor area for the apartments. With different outdoor floor coverings and slight 

elevations of the terrain, the different uses are subtly separated from each other. The pub-

lic road is paved, while communal and private areas are partly gravel or grass.

 

 Quality

 The internal pedestrian streets form addresses, while being places for en-

counter. They work with the simple architectural threshold vocabulary of an old town. The 

use of different outdoor floor coverings and slight elevations of the terrain, indicates clear-

ly a change of use.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Simon, A. “Alt, neu, alt-neu”. bauwelt. 13-2007. p.20-26. retrieved 11.11.2019 on: www.bauwelt.de/
dl/794035/10803574_9705f5d93f.pdf
Loderer, B. “Hase in Bronze”. Hochparterre. 12-2006. p.24-25

[ 1]  Zoller, D., Wüstenrot Stiftung. 2014.  Herausforderung Erdgeschoss = Ground Floor Interface. 
Berlin: Jovis. p.131

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [6] Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: Plan Ubersichtsplan. see Simon. 2019. p.23. 
Zurich 2019, www.maps.zh.ch
Figure [8] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: Schnitt. see Simon. 2019. p.24.
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: Plan Uber-
sichtsplan. see Simon. 2019. p.23. Zurich 2019, maps.zh.ch

 Graphics

Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Plan St. Petersburg. see Simon. 2019. p.24

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Philip van der Heckhuizen
Figure [3] : © archipicture
Figure [4] : © Philip van der Heckhuizen
Figure [5] : © archipicture
Figure [10] : © Philip van der Heckhuizen
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 Context

 The plot is located in Zurich-West, in the Hard neighbourhood, close to the 

train station Hardbrücke. The plot is part of an urban block and reaches from the Hohl-

strasse, with its heavy traffic, in the north to the calmer Ernastrasse in the south. The new 

building complex consists of an inwards densification of an urban block. The site is a for-

mer metal-processing plant of the Surber Metall AG. Two new building rows offer a public 

pathway from the Ernastrasse through the block court. This pedestrian pathway allows 

access to two hidden courts in the rear and finishes in a narrow one storage passage to 

the noisy Hohlstrasse.

 

 Interaction

 The new pathway has a depth of only 11 meters, from one six-story façade to 

the other. Different urban furniture, such as four huge, round flowerpots offer space to rest 

and bicycle parking  participates in the structuring of the space. Streetlights are hanging 

like lanterns a cross the road. The large show-windows on the ground floor add to an urban 

character. The pathway opens up slightly to the east and guides in one of the semi-public 

courts. The asphalt covering finishes in an asphalt path that leads to the different back en-

trances of the neighbouring buildings. And at the same time it frames a gravel surface with 

a few trees in the middle of the semi-public court. A second court, hidden in the rear of the 

southern building row, is accessible by a small passage. It’s a calm court with a few trees 

and a long table with chairs on a gravel floor and offers space for recreation. There are no 

play objects for children, this gives information about the desired use of the two courts, a 

calm retreat in the urban context.

 There’s a bakery with a coffee shop at the corner of the pathway entrance from 

the Ernastrasse. The entrance to the parking garage is placed on its opposite. The ac-

cess to the upper floors is guaranteed through three distribution cores in each building 

row. These entrances as well as the entrances to the studios and their show-windows are 

framed with ceramic tiles. There is a materiality change on the upper floors. The ground 

floor is clearly formulated as a socle with a prefabricated concrete frieze and a plastered 

belt that draws a line to the upper floors.

 Living

 The studios have show-windows with concrete windowsills that serve as 

bench. The living-workshops have an over-high ceiling height and have a split-level floor 

plan. They have a two-sided orientation, divided in a front part facing the pathway and an 

elevated back part facing the semi-public court. A sanitary core with an open kitchen di-

vides the two rooms. In front of the back windows there’s a platform, from where a few 

steps lead into the rear court.

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 A pedestrian street, Ernagasse gives the first access on the area with limited 

car traffic (street bollards maybe for morning store deliveries). This allows all ground floor 

units to have their own address. As public passageway through an urban block, it maybe 

used as a shortcut for passers-by. This would activate the street life, what is attractive for 

shops and give the area multiple uses over the course of the day. 

The second access is a ground floor passage from the noisy main street. On one side of 

the pedestrian, street a smaller passage leads to a calm, hidden court protected by the 

building volume. The opposite building row bends away to the back leaving a pathway 

to a bigger court. The two courts offer a calmer environment to the studios, which have 

split-levels. While the front part benefits from an double room height, the rear court part is 

raised by a half floor from the courtyard level to ensure more privacy.

Still, it appears unclear how this public pedestrian street on private land is to deal with 

noise emissions or waste management.

 

 Quality

 This project, which itself activates the urban space as a passageway, works 

with additional smaller passages to offer its inhabitants quieter places. It is the breaking 

down of access possibilities that create quality.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Züst Gübeli Gambeti. viewed 5.11.2019 on: www.z2g.ch
Kurz, D. “Die Mebes Kralle” werk, bauen + wohnen. 4-2019

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1 ] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [ 7 ] Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: Plan ground floor z2g.ch, Zurich 2019, www.
maps.zh.ch
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: Plan ground 
floor z2g.ch, Zurich 2019, www.maps.zh.ch

 Graphics
Figure [ 8 ] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Map studio. retriewed 5.11.2019 on:
www.hardschloss.ch

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Roger Frei
Figure [3] : ©  Roger Frei
Figure [4] : ©  Roger Frei
Figure [5] : © gipser.ch
Figure [6] : ©  Roger Frei
Figure [10] : ©  Roger Frei
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 Context

 The project is located between the main station of Biel and the foot of the Jura 

massif. Its neighbourhood is close to the Central Square of Biel. The grid of this urban 

block is loosening up due to a canal promenade that is crossing the grid diagonally. The 

longish plot form, which reaches from the Neuengasse in the south to a green belt in the 

north, is squeezed between existing buildings. An interior pathway, the Fabrikgässli or the 

Ruelle de la Fabrique, serves different plots. The west part follows an existing 56-meter 

long firewall. The east part does partly belong to other proprietors. Each plot is accessible 

from the Fabrikgässli. 

 The project, which has been realized by a cooperative, is a car free residential 

area and offers no parking space. Therefore, a big shed offers more parking space for bi-

cycles than required by the law (additional information: They offer 1.5 parking space per 

room and additional guest parking).[ 1 ] Due to the groundwater, underpinning arrange-

ments for the neighbouring building, as well as financial considerations, it has been decid-

ed not to build any basement. Storage spaces, as well as rooms for technical installations 

are part of the ground floor use. 

 

 Interaction

 The new building complex forms an L-shape embracing a common outdoor 

space with a ground floor passage for the Fabrikgässli, leading from the Neuengasse into 

the court. Staircase, lift and the mailboxes are placed in the junction between the street 

bar and the bar along the firewall. The residential units on the upper floors can be reached 

over an access balcony. A second fire escape stair is placed on the far end of the bar along 

the firewall. The common court gives access to all ground floor apartments. Their outdoor 

space intersperses with the common space, which opens up towards the green belt with 

trees in the far end of the plot.

 

 Living

 Three studios (living-workshops) are located in the street building. They have 

an additional entrance from the Neuengasse. A community room, with kitchen and sani-

tary room, is placed between the studios and the passage. It has three direct accesses to 

the outdoor space. Five duplex apartments are accommodated along the firewall, as well 

as one guest room.

 A small metal porch roof covers the entrance that allows an entering of the du-

plex apartments via an open living-kitchen. A cupboard for the wardrobe separates the 

entrance partly from the kitchen. To the left there is a room, with access to a sanitary room. 

In the back part of the kitchen an open living room is placed, which is raised by a meter and 

reached by a few steps. From this elevation a second stair leads up to the bedrooms. The 

ground floor rooms profits from a high ceiling (2.60m) and big windows bring natural light 

deep into the apartments.[ 2]

 

 

Figure [ 5 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 A passage in the joint of the L-shaped building forms the area access, which 

opens up as the axis of the apartment. The building shields the common area from the 

noisy street, while the passage provides direct access to the street. This gateway function 

allows a creation of a remote community area, which ends in a final common court. The 

open access balcony for the upper floor are as well placed in this junction, which enhanc-

es and activates the community life as well.

The maisonette apartments offer a reasonable typology for this place, having the com-

mon rooms on the ground floor and the private rooms on the second floor, while the liv-

ing-work studios offer good use towards the street and also benefit from the quiet court-

yard quality.

 Quality

 The shape of the building is not only context-adequate, through its gateways 

and different forms of access to the apartments, it also offers the residents opportunities 

for interaction with each other and with the city.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
mlzd Architekten. viewed 11.11.2019 on: www.mlzd.ch
Genossenschaft FAB Siedlungskonzept. retriewed 11.11.2019 on: www.fab-a.ch

[ 1] see Genossenschaft FAB Siedlungskonzept, 2019. p.4. 
[2] see Genossenschaft FAB Siedlungskonzept, 2019. p.5. 

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1]: Redesign by the author based on: geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [6] Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on:  surrounding plan, mlzd.ch, Bern 2019,
map.apps.bern.ch
Figure [8] Section: Redesign by the author based on:  section plan, mlzd.ch
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area:: Redesign by the author based on: surrounding 
plan mlzd.ch, Bern 2019, map.apps.bern.ch

 Graphics
Figure [7] Ground Floor + 1. Floor Plan of a Maisonette Apartment: plans. retriewed 11.11.2019 on:
mlzd.ch

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © mlzd
Figure [3] : ©  mlzd
Figure [4] : ©  SIA Sektion Bern
Figure [5] : © Stefan Hofmann
Figure [10] : ©  Dirk Weiss
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 COMMON OUTDOOR SPACE

 ‘What attracts people most, it would appear, is other people.’ [ 1]

This interesting remark from William Whyte, an American urbanist (1917-1999) [2] de-

scribes that it is actually curiosity about others that attracts people. Or perhaps it’s their 

fear of missing an event. But we don’t want to examine what attracts people, rather what 

keeps them there. The requirements for the common outdoor space are as different as 

the people who will use them. It should offer space for networking, social interaction, be-

longing, exchange, protection, retreat, security, safety, relaxation, peace, play and recrea-

tion, and be as green as possible. And at the same time the space should not be complete-

ly determined, so that there is no room for spontaneous and unforeseen participation.

Herman Hertzberger, a Dutch architect (1932) [3] pleads to increase the design possibil-

ities ‘that they will be more useful, more applicable and more suited to their purpose, or 

suited to more purposes.’ [4] He also calls them ‘form and space with a greater accommo-

dating potential’. [5]

 So why is a common outdoor space important for a community? 

‘The simple social intercourse created when people rub shoulders in public is one of the 

most essential kinds of social ‘glue’ in society.’ [6] So therefore opportunities and places 

for encounters should be created.

But the place alone is not enough to create community, as Stefanie Hennecke, a German 

landscape architect (1970) [7], observes; ‘For public space is not just there, as a geo-

graphical location. It can only evolve as a public sphere through a specific type of interac-

tion between private individuals, and these encounters can only take place if people leave 

their homes and go out onto the streets and into the parks.’ [8] And at the same time she 

observes today an ‘increasing willingness of city residents to use public space to mingle 

and take a new responsibility’. [9] Such new developments are needed to keep up the 

maintenance of public spaces. 

 Notes
[ 1] Whyte, W. H., 2004. The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces. New York: Project for Public Spaces . 
p.19
[2] wikipedia, «William Whyte». Last edited 01.08.2019. Viewed 03.01.2020. https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/William_H._Whyte
[3] archINFORM, «Herman Hertzberger». Last edited 11.07.2019. Viewed 03.01.2020. https://deu.
archinform.net/arch/907.htm
[4] Hertzberger, H., 1995. Lessons for Students in Architecture. Rotterdam: 010 Publisher. p.176.
[5] see Hertzberger, 1995. p.176
[6] Alexander, Ch., et al., 1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.527.
[7] wikipedia, «Stefanie Hennecke». Last edited 18.12.2019. Viewed 03.01.2020. https://de.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Stefanie_Hennecke
[8] Hennecke, S., 2014. «The Green Threshold», in Zoller, D., Wüstenrot Stiftung, Herausforderung 
Erdgeschoss: Ground Floor Interface. Berlin: Jovis. p.105.
[9] see Hennecke. 1995. p.105

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.64-67 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

2014- 2018

Esch Sintzel Architekten, Zurich

Schmid Landschaftsarchitekten, Zurich

Immobilien Basel-Stadt/Hochbauamt, Basel

39; incl. 14 on the ground floor   

one double kindergarten, offices

5’490 m2

1.5

2’029 m2

8’472 m2

Maiengasse

Maiengasse 7 -15, Hebelstrasse 52, Basel

(only the building on the Maiengasse is part of the analysis)

Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 The plot is placed in the part ‘Am Ring’ one of the neighbourhoods in the west 

of Grossbasel’s old town. Maiengasse used to be a pathway through a bigger urban block, 

whose court was gradually filled with garages, repair shops and sheds over the gener-

ations. Therefore the new building complex offers an inwards densification of an urban 

block. The building is a V-shape slab that opens up towards the road. While both wings of 

the building share the same roofline, one is comprised of three floors and other of four, due 

to the sloping nature of the context, the Maiengasse rising toward the north.

 Interaction

 The central open courtyard, closed on three sides, offers a sheltered outdoor 

space. It serves as circulation and common space which leads to the kindergarten on the 

far end of the court. This public program is also accessible by a pathway from the Hebel-

strasse. The courtyard duplex apartments have their own address on Maiengasse. The 

access to these duplex apartments is guaranteed by two veranda decks following the 

inner façades. Steps and a ramp on each side lead on to the deck. They are raised half a 

meter to assure the privacy and to allow appropriation. The court façade is moved back 

about half a meter on the ground floor, which enlarges the verandas. Repeating details 

are the fixed installed wooden benches below the kitchen windows, which reappear on 

the façade of the kindergarten. Another bench, in concrete, has an important function. It is 

aligned with the two front façade on the Maiengasse and subtly marks the transition to the 

semi-public court.

 

 Living

 To reach the apartments on the upper floors, four concrete stairway cores 

are placed in the far ends of the wings and in the two joints of the middle part. A pathway 

connects these two entrances with the Hebelstrasse. A longer pathway leads through the 

semi-public garden in the rear of the building, which serves also as recreation and play 

area for the kindergarten. A concrete wall, differing in height in resonance with the place-

ment of the neighbouring gardens, accompanies this path. The pathways through the 

building ensemble blends into the neighbourhood’s network of paths, there are no gates 

that block the passage.

The apartments situated in the end of the two wings are 2.5 room units and can be entered 

by an entrance area that is followed by an open kitchen and living room. Since they are 

placed in the corner of the building, they have a two-direction orientation.

The duplex apartments have an east-west orientation and are accessed via the kitchen. A 

distribution zone in the middle containing sanitary room and stairs leads to the living room 

facing the other façade. The bedrooms are placed on the upper floor. From the living room 

a direct access leads to the private backyards.

 

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]



70

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 7 ]

Figure [ 8 ]
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Figure [ 9 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The area access is over an open public court, which serves both residents and 

a kindergarten in the rear. This allows multiple potential uses for the space and activates 

the community life. The court offers an extension of the street front, which gives own ad-

dresses to the ground floor units. A bench with trees serves as visual barrier between 

street and court.

The elongated shape of the court works as a pedestrian street, while the common area 

create distance to the apartments for privacy. Additionally, a raised front porch marks a 

vertical shift and increases the distance between the public and private area. Benches on 

the façade mark the individual address of the unit, while they offer a place to sit for observ-

ing and participating in the court activities.

The entrance is via the large kitchen, a use that requires not too much privacy. While the 

porch can be used for casual encounters, a private garden is placed to the rear in exten-

sion of the living room. Further private rooms are placed on the second floor, exploiting the 

maisonette typology.

 Quality

 Hidden passages make this public court not to a dead-end street and gives the 

kindergarten a central place inside the area. Diverse thresholds allow different parties to 

simultaneously use the common ground.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Marchal, K. “Eine Cour d’Honneur”. Modulor. 6-2018. p.64-71
Esch Sintzel Architekten. viewed 04.11.2019 on: www.eschsintzel.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [6]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: Situation, eschsintzel.ch, Basel 2019,
www.map.geo.bs.ch
Figure [8] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: Section. Marchal, K. “Eine Cour 
d’Honneur”. Modulor. 6-2018. p.65
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: Situation, 
eschsintzel.ch, Basel 2019, www.map.geo.bs.ch

 Graphics
Figure [7] Ground Floor + 1. Floor Plan of a Maisonette Apartment: Plans. Marchal, K. “Eine Cour 
d’Honneur”. Modulor. 6-2018. p.69

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Kuster Frey
Figure [3] : ©Kuster Frey
Figure [4] : © Kuster Frey
Figure [5] : © Kuster Frey
Figure [10] : © Kuster Frey
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

22014-2019

pool Architekten, Zurich

Studio Vulkan,  Zurich

ABZ Genossenschaft, Zurich

294; incl. 9 on the ground floor   

studios (living-workshops), commercial 

units, a double kindergarten,

parking garage

23’909  m2 

1.9

7’938 m2

45’198 m2 

Glattpark ABZ 
Wright-Strasse, Opfikon

(only the residential units of the two rows are part of this analysis)

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 The Glattpark is located in Opfikon, a community on the northern border of the 

City of Zurich. The highway sets the northern limits of the area, whereas the tramway line 

that serves the new area bound sets its southern one. The area was conceptualized as 

a park with a lake that offers residential and office use. The neighbourhood is structured 

according to the main axes running from northwest to southeast. Road and buildings are 

also aligned along them. Several pathways connect these main axes, forming a regular 

grid. 

 The building ensemble for the ABZ cooperative is the last construction along 

the Sirius Square in the south-east, which forms the beginning of the new artificial water 

basin. The river Glatt flows parallel to the basin, only 300 meter east and is separated by 

a former wastewater treatment plant with a big park. The ensemble consists of two rows 

extending existing structures, a courthouse and a L-shaped building, which completes 

the urban block towards the Glattparkstrasse and the tramway line. While the whole out-

door space is being taken into consideration for this analysis, only the residential units of 

the two rows with their two building ends are being discussed here.

 Interaction

 The outdoor space between the buildings serve different functions and feature 

variable degrees of privacy. A so-called ‘Garden Court’, with meadows to play, communi-

ty garden, and playground lie between the two residential rows. A second ‘Green Court’ 

that offers the recreation space for the two kindergartens is surrounded by the L-shape 

building and lies in the rear of the courthouse. The middle court, being one of the main 

pathways of the neighbourhood, and that leads up to the northwest limits of the neigh-

bourhood, accommodates also the cooperative square. This court serves as a boulevard. 

It has an asphalt covering and the last third is accessible by car, since part of the waste 

management is placed on it. Different urban furniture, such as tables and benches, wa-

ter fountains and grass patches with tree groups structure the space. Four ground floor 

passages connect this court with the Garden Court to the north. Three wooden volumes 

are placed between these passages and house common functions; laundry room, bicy-

cle and buggy parking, storage, community room and storage for garden equipment. The 

rooms are all accessible form the main pathway, as well as the entrance to the parking 

garage. The northern building row has only two smaller volumes that houses simply the 

laundry room and a buggy parking.

 Living

 In the four building ends there are different common functions, studios and 

guestrooms, complemented by a commercial unit located on the southeast end. An in-

ternal staircase and lift lead up to the upper floors of the six-story building, whereas the 

middle parts of the rows have only five. The upper apartments are accessible over an 

external staircase that serves two units. The staircases are raised a few steps from the 

ground level, they can be reached over a ramp and are only partly covered.

 The ground floor apartments in the north have small, elevated private decks 

facing the southwest. They are directly accessible from the living rooms and one of the 

bedrooms. The apartments are accessed from the northeast via the open dinning room. 

Dinning and living room have an open transition area, they are slightly shifted from each 

other. This generates a gap that allows for a little corridor to the bedrooms and the sani-

tary room. 

 

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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Figure [ 9 ]
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Figure [11]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The ground floor of the two bars have different appearances and offer differ-

ent functions, as well as outdoor qualities for the users. Whereas the bar at the main alley 

features wide passages dwarfing the box-like built volumes containing mostly common 

facilities, storage and community room to activate the ground floor use, the second bar in 

the rear contains living and offers rather small, punched-in passages. This remoteness is 

important for all the private rooms of the units, since they are surrounded by two common 

green courtyards. Their access is given only over pedestrian paths or from the under-

ground parking.

The common court between the rows offers playground and community garden. The pri-

vate outdoor spaces of the apartments are on a raised concrete base to mark the proper-

ty. Apart form that threshold element, all private rooms are directly placed to the common 

area with no privacy screen, which gives the complex an inventive quality. 

 Quality

 The appropriate placement of the residential units in the second-row, opposite 

of the common facilities and activities, uses the qualities of the place and helps to contrib-

ute to an active community life. While the two courtyards on the edge of the building com-

plex have a public character, the middle courtyard is communal due to its main opening on 

only one side.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
ABZ Siedlung Glattpark, Opfikon. viewed 05.11.2019 on: www.architectes.ch
pool Architekten. viewed 05.11.2019 on: www.poolarch.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, 
poolarch.ch, Basel 2019, Zurich 2019, www.maps.zh.ch
Figure [8]Diagrams:  Redesign by the author based on: project plans, poolarch.ch, Zurich 2019, www.
maps.zh.ch
Figure [10] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: Schnitt Baueingabe, direct 
request from pool Architekten 19.11.2019

 Graphics

Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Grundriss. retrieved 05.11.2019 on: www.abz.
ch/dam/jcr:80cc8515-ecb2-44d9-b842-f1f2eff869a9/ABZ_Glattpark_low_Einzelseiten_20151026.
pdf. p.4

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Michael Egloff
Figure [3] : © Michael Egloff
Figure [4] : © Michael Egloff
Figure [5] : © René Dürr
Figure [6] : © René Dürr
Figure [11] : © Michael Egloff
Figure [12] : © René Dürr
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 FRONT GARDEN

The main function of the front garden today is the positioning of the outsider, to keep him 

at an appropriate distance. This compensates for barriers or gates, and other reduce of 

view. [ 1]

 While this function is rather recent, the original use has changed astonishing-

ly. The front garden used to serve purely for representation. Today most narrow green 

strips are kept more functionally as a meadow and are used collectively.

Once the front garden together with the façades of houses served as public self-rep-

resentation for the bourgeoisie. It was one oft the most significant features in the upscale 

residential district. Then it was used to declare new tenement buildings as higher class 

residences by laying out front gardens in front of them. The transformation from a bour-

geois townhouse to a tenement building meant a major change for civil society. Since 

instead of representing one family these features represented an abstract notion of the 

social standing of the whole resident. [2]

 Notes

[ 1] Janson, A., 2014. «The Threshold as Boundry, Space, and Transition», in Zoller, D., Wüstenrot 

Stiftung, Herausforderung Erdgeschoss: Ground Floor Interface. Berlin: Jovis. p.187

[2] Hennecke, S., 2014. «The Green Threshold», in Zoller, D., Wüstenrot Stiftung, Herausforderung 

Erdgeschoss: Ground Floor Interface. Berlin: Jovis. p.101-103.

 Photographic Credits

Figure [ 1 ] - [5], p.82-87 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

Wyden

Wydenstrasse 41-61, Espenstrasse 70-92, Wülflingen Winterthur

2010-2015

Boltshauser, Zurich

Mettler, Berlin

Noldin Immobilien, Zurich

166; incl. 45 on the ground floor   

supermarket, stores, coffee shop, offices, 

schooling rooms, kindergarten, nursery, 

parking garage

23’100 m2

-

7’492 m2

-

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 The City of Winterthur is the sixth biggest city of Switzerland and is located in 

the north of canton Zurich. [ 1 ] The plot is placed on the edge of the settlement’s structure, 

in the transition to the rural part of Wülflingen, one of six districts of Winterthur. The area 

used to be the baffle slope of the nearby river Töss. The building ensemble reacts to the 

slope situation with two terraced levels, on which two of the four buildings form a pair. Al-

ways two of the buildings, in the form of two long bars with stepped head ends, enclose 

two common courts. A pathway that crosses the big meadow between the two building 

pairs connects the four courts of the settlement. The meadow functions as a big retention 

basin, which collects the surface and the roof water of the whole settlement. The volumes 

and their courts are placed enough apart to form various outdoor spaces between each 

other. 

 Interaction

 While the meadow offers a big open green space with trees, the courts be-

tween the buildings, have covered surfaces. An asphalt path connects the gravel play-

grounds. The two playgrounds facing the edge of the settlements are separated by bicy-

cle parking of the visitor’s parking. Additional visitor’s parking are placed on the two main 

entrance of the complex. The main entrances of the settlement are located opposite to 

each other on the northern and southern plot limits. Two big, covered entrance halls are 

placed as ground floor passage through the buildings. 

A couple of wooden benches are set up throughout the area for the encounter. Other 

sitting opportunities are offered by the high-raised flowerbeds with their alternating con-

crete and brick rims. They also separate the ground floor apartments from the public path. 

There are two green layers. The first layer closer to the path, is a high-raised flowerbed 

containing flowers and plants. The second layer has rather low grass. The grass is on 

ground level and integrates the small private terraces of the apartments.

The entrances of the residential units are placed on the court side, between the flower-

beds. The building entrances are set back from the façade and are always placed under 

balconies, allowing for a covered and protected entering. The letterboxes form own urban 

furniture that stands alone next to the flowerbeds. 

 Living

 The two buildings towards the centre of the ensemble are slimmer and have 

the same ground floor typology. The main entrance leads into a circulation area with lift 

and staircase. This area reaches from one façade to the other. The entrance into the resi-

dential units is placed in the middle between the living and dining room, who fill the length 

of the floor plan. All apartments have a northeast-southwest orientation and set-in terrac-

es are placed on each façade end. A layer with kitchen and sanitary rooms separates the 

living rooms from the bedrooms. A small anteroom serves as distribution.

The other two buildings, facing the outer edge of the ensemble have the stairways and lift 

arranged to a central core. The entrance into the apartments leads into a corridor, which 

organizes the apartment into two parts. While the living and dining room are orientated 

southwest, the bedrooms are placed in the northeast. The corridor also offers access to 

the sanitary rooms that are placed vis-à-vis from the apartment entrance. The private out-

door spaces in front of the living rooms are bigger than the little terraces of the bedrooms 

facing the court.

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The residential area is accessible from different sides, with two opposite en-

trance halls in the larger buildings marking the main entrances. The outside areas be-

tween the buildings are designed, while the remaining surrounding and the slope is left 

as a meadow. From the entrance hall a path connects two of the building as well as the 

outdoor areas containing playgrounds.

A layer of big garden pots lining the path offers privacy screen, since the apartments with 

private outdoor space are placed at ground level. The flowerpots keep passers-by at a 

distance and since a third party maintains them, they have representative functions for 

the entire residential area. Mailboxes are standing apart from the façade, they mark the 

entrances and allow for orientation from afar, since one approaches the building sidelong. 

In addition, the building entrances do not differ from the direct outdoor accesses of the 

apartments living space. 

 Quality

 Although the settlement is in transitional built fabric bordering a rural area, the 

buildings are densely packed while offering plenty of outdoor space. In the narrow space 

between the buildings, the public is cleverly filtered through various layers of green, which 

do not completely block the view, but give the settlement a regulated, uniform appear-

ance.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Architekturpreis Region Winterthur. viewed 10.11.2019 on: https://architekturpreiswinterthur.ch
Boltshauser Architekten. viewed 10.11.2019 on: www.boltshauser.info

[ 1] Stadt Winterthur, viewed 23.12.2019 on https://stadt.winterthur.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: ground floor 
plan, www.divisare.com, Zürich 2019, maps.zh.ch
Figure [8]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: ground floor plan, www.divisare.com, Zürich 
2019, maps.zh.ch
Figure [8] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: section plan. retrieved 10.11.2019 
on:  www.divisare.com

 Graphics
Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: ground floor plan. section plan. retrieved 
10.11.2019 on:  www.divisare.com

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Kuster Frey
Figure [3] : © Architekturpreis Region Winterthur
Figure [4] : © METTLER
Figure [5] : © METTLER
Figure [6] : ©  Architekturpreis Region Winterthur
Figure [11] : © Kuster Frey
Figure [12] : ©  Kuster Frey
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 BASE

 For a long time the massive base of a building marked the clearcut transition 

between the street and the living floors situated above. In the Renaissance palazzos of 

Florence, to take a canonical example, the base is fitted with the most prominent for-

tress-like rustication of the whole façade, and the public benches that often line their 

perimeter should rather be read as a philanthropic gesture from an all-powerful distant 

patron than a desire to make the users of the building engage with the street life. In many 

building a weakening of this element can be observed, be it in the form of large openings 

for commercial activities, or, in purely residential areas, by the addition of setbacks or oth-

er supplementary measures, such as in English terraced houses. Modernism, at last, ad-

vocated for the entire removal of the base of the building. 

The base is a highly symbolic architectural component, which is able to mediate between 

the street and the built volume, and strongly participates to the specific character of both. 

It organized the façade, enhances its representative qualities, deals with irregularities 

in the terrain and often must satisfy the specific needs of several functions. It finally also 

serves an important technical role, as its durable materiality is aimed at protecting the up-

per floors from mechanical and physical influences such as weathering.

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.96-99 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

2011- 2018

Duplex, Zurich

Studio Vulkan, Zurich

Baugenossenschaft Waidberg, Zurich

110; incl. 5 on the ground floor   

4 commerce units, 4 studios

162 parking spaces

9’800 m2

1.8

2’737 m2

17’300 m2

Buchegg

Hofwiesenstr. 93, Bucheggstr. 60, Zurich

Replacement building for 4 rows from Willy Roth 1943

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 Between the Hönggerberg and the Zurichberg in the north of Zurich lays the 

Waidberg. At its foot is the Bucheggplatz, the main square for the over ground traffic from 

Zurich North to the city centre. The Bucheggstrasse with its heavy traffic divides the 

neighbourhood into two. The perimeter area slopes towards the east. 

 The new building complex is a replacement building for a Siedlung of four rows 

from Willy Roth (1943). [ 1 ] The ensemble consists indeed of three volumes, that follow the 

three roads and form together an interior court. Their length and size are adapted to the 

neighbouring buildings. At street level, however, the complex is perceived as a perimeter 

development with two gaps, connecting the courtyard to the street via ramps and stairs. 

The north building along the Bucheggplatz forms a prominent head end and marks the 

presence of the settlement. The head end is set back a little from the pedestrian pave-

ment, which opens up the street space. The building overcomes the height difference of 

one floor of the area between Hofwiesenstraße in the east and Roettelstraße in the west 

with a socle element, which integrates the underground parking space.

 Interaction

 The socle has a height offset and contains different floor levels, the head build-

ing being in the transition zone of the two ground floor levels (0 and 1). While its eastern 

edge borders on Roetelstrasse and houses a driving school on level 0, there’s an electri-

cian company in the middle part, which is directly accessible from the square on level 1.

The western building part consists of seven stories, its socle floor (level 0) is accessible 

from the west, the Roetelstrasse. A repair shop and a dentist, as well as the main entranc-

es to the residential units occupy the ground floor. The laundry room and storage space in 

the rear of the building are as well accessible from the main entrances.

Whereas the east and north parts have six stories and their court level (level 1) is acces-

sible from the east. The common uses such as laundry room, bicycle and buggy parking, 

and storage spaces are accommodated in its rear. The circulation areas that serve those 

uses are organised similarly in these two parts. A hallway along the façade with big wid-

ows gives access to all functions. 

 The court opens up towards the south and is divided in different parts. The 

parts are terraced, as there’s an inclination from north to south. There is a mineral field, a 

meadow with a few trees for picnic and sunbathing, another meadow for ball games and 

finally a playground under trees. The balconies protrude beyond the facades and react to 

their irregular surface. The whole ensemble has rather flat street façades, while the court 

façades offers a big projection with its folded surface. 

 Living

 All three buildings have a similar floor plan organisation. There’s a layer with 

staircases and kitchens on the street façade. The kitchens have a double story height. 

This room placement is due to the noise of the heavy traffic, which prohibits by law the 

placing of living rooms on these façades. The apartment entrance is placed in the junction 

of the passage between living room, bedrooms and kitchen. The floor plans develop or-

ganically, adding one room after another from left to right, while a generous passageway 

in the middle makes them all accessible. The living room with balcony is rotated towards 

to the south, thus avoiding the direct view from the opposite apartments.

 The sun blinds covering the loggias extend the private outdoor space visual-

ly, while vertical roller blinds cover the large windows that are aligned with the façade. Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 3 ]

Figure [ 4 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The base allows the various constrains of the context to be accommodated, 

while allowing for a noise protected and attractive communal courtyard. The terraced 

base includes facility rooms, storage and the underground garage, while raising the re-

mote common courtyard to an intermediate level between the two streets. This move also 

saved additional basement space.

All main entrances are distributed along the street façades on the particular street level. 

The gaps between the buildings serve as passageway, offering different accesses for the 

integration of the courtyard into the neighbourhood. The apartments at courtyard level 

are raised by around 80 centimetres, which combined with the balconies in front of the 

living rooms offer sufficient privacy for the residents.

 Quality

 The three building form an urban block, while being connected through a com-

mon terraced base. This allows the adapting of the buildings to the scale of the urban con-

text, while increasing the permeability of the neighbourhood. 

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
duplex Architekten. viewed 18.11.2019 on: https://duplex-architekten.ch
Arc Award. viewed 18.11.2019 on: www.arc-award.ch/de/siedlung-buchegg
Knüsel, P., “Filigraner Blickfang an verkehrsreicher Lage”. espazium. 20.11.2018. viewed 18.11.2019 on: 
www.espazium.ch/de/aktuelles/filigraner-blickfang-verkehrsreicher-lage

[ 1 ]  Züger, R., “Grosshof statt Landizeilen: Siedlung Buchegg von Duplex Architekten“. Werk, Bauen + 
Wohnen. 2018 (9), p. 36-39.

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, duplex Architekten, Zürich 2019, 
www.maps.zh.ch
Figure [9] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: project plans, duplex Architekten
Figure [10] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project 
plans, duplex Architekten, Zürich 2019, www.maps.zh.ch

 Graphics
Figure [8] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Niveau 1, retrieved 18.11.2019 on: arc-award.
ch/de/siedlung-buchegg

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Seraina Wirz
Figure [3] : © Seraina Wirz
Figure [4] : © Judith Stadler
Figure [5] : © Architektur Forum Obersee
Figure [6] : © Architektur Forum Obersee
Figure [11] : © Seraina Wirz
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

A – Park

Albisriederstrasse 334-346, Zurich

2004- 2008

Baumann Roserens Architekten, Zurich

Rotzler Krebs Partner, Winterthur

Baugenossenschaft Zurlinden, Zurich

56; incl. 5 on the ground floor   

supermarket, stores, coffee shop, offices, 

schooling rooms, kindergarten, nursery, 

140 parking spaces

7’480 m2

1.7

2’923 m2

12’488 m2

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 Albisrieden was once an independent community. Now being part of Zurich 

City it is placed on the outskirts of the city. The neighbourhood still has a rural character of 

a village. The A-Park is located between an old mill in the north and the ‘Albisriederhaus’ in 

the east (build by Karl Egender and Wilhelm Müller in 1934).[ 1 ] The building ensemble is 

partly set back from the Albisriederstrasse to align itself with the ‘Albisriederhaus’, form-

ing an expansion of the street space. This forecourt offers access to most of the public 

facilities (supermarket, stores, coffee shop), space for the supermarket delivery service, 

as well as for the waste management.

 Interaction

 The building forms an urban block facing the street. A pathway on the west end 

leads into the semi-public courtyard to the rear, from where the two slightly flexed building 

wings open up to a meadow. The meadow extends the green open space and existing 

pathways lead to the nearby community gardens in the north.

The façade draws a clear line between the ground floor and the top floors. A concrete 

base carries the upper floors that are covered in slate shingles. This formal element and 

change in materiality suggest a different ground floor use. Indeed, all ground floor func-

tions, accessible from the street side are public. Then following the path into the court the 

publicity decreases. Schooling rooms, kindergarten and a nursery are aligned next to 

each on the west and have direct access to the court, which serves as recreation area and 

playground, complementing another playground located on their western side. Asphalt 

pathways frame the courtyard with two gravel areas in the middle. They contain benches 

and play objects, such as swings, sandpit and big logs. On the plot limit a meadow con-

nects with the natural open space in the north.

 Living

 The building part to the east contains housing on the ground floor, slightly el-

evated from the court level. While the public functions on the west have large windows, 

the concrete base in the east has recessed loggias with railings of expanded metal mesh, 

an element that repeats itself on the upper floors. The entrances to the housing units are 

about a meter set back from the façade, this offers a covered entrance.

The apartments have an east-west orientation with an open transition between dining 

and living room. The entrance is placed on this passage between dining room and kitchen 

to the east and the living room to the west. The entrance has a wardrobe with a cupboard. 

The sanitary core is on its rear. It hides the corridor that gives access to the private bed-

rooms, which can be reached by crossing the living room. The living room has a loggia fac-

ing the court, but there is no direct access from the private outdoor space to the courtyard.

The sun blinds covering the loggias extend the private outdoor space visually, while verti-

cal roller blinds cover the large windows that are aligned with the façade. 

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The base contains mainly public use in the front part of the building complex, 

which are directly accessible from the street. It helps to overcome the height different of 

the area. A gap between the two volumes lead to the common court from where the apart-

ments, as well as other third party use are accessible.  Residents, a kindergarten and a 

nursery use the big common court, a multiple use of the outdoor space which activates 

the community life. 

The apartment level is raised from the court floor and balconies serve additionally as a 

privacy screen.

 

 Quality

 The building forms are wider towards the street front and end in narrow rows of 

buildings facing the open greenery, shielding the common outdoor area from the street. 

The outdoor space reacts mutually to the building volumes, which helps to hierarchies the 

access possibilities from public to common for the rear part.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Baumann Roserens Architekten, viewed 10.11. 2019 on: www. brarch.ch
Ringli, K.,“ Albisriedencity-Überbauung A-Park von Baumann”. werk, bauen + wohnen, 7-8/2019. 
viewed 10.11. 2019 on: www.brarch.ch/media/Projekte/APA_A-Park/wbw-004_2009.pdf
Billeter, F. “Im städtischen Dorfkern”. Hochparterre, 6-7/2019. viewed 10.11. 2019 on: https://ww-
w.e-periodica.ch/cntmng?var=true&pid=hoc-001:2009:22::488

[ 1]  see Ringli, 2019. p.22

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, brarch.ch, Zürichl 2019,
www.maps.zh.ch
Figure [9] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: project plans, brarch.ch
Figure [10] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project 
plans, brarch.ch, Zürichl 2019, www.maps.zh.ch

 Graphics
Figure [8] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Apartment: Grundriss EG. retrieved 10.11.2019 on: project 
plans, brarch.ch

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Andrea Helbling
Figure [3] : © archipictures
Figure [4] : © archipictures
Figure [5] : © archipictures
Figure [6] : © archipictures
Figure [11] : © archipictures
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 RAISED GROUND FLOOR

 The raised ground floor is a conceptual architectural solution for preserving 

privacy on the ground floor level. This measure is located inside the building and affects 

the transition area from inside to outside. The difference in height used to result in further 

constructive measures, such as a raised landing or a deck in front of the entrance. Today’s 

technology allows us to solve this problem in order to reduce the effort of climbing stairs in 

everyday life. But also a lift needs space and is quite expensive to maintain.

 So what are the advantages of a raised ground floor?

The shift in height enables a spatial separation, which has the same effect as distancing 

the public from the private. The raising of the apartments prevents that passer-by and res-

idents meet at the same eye level while the latter is in his privacy. Of course, it works also 

like a privacy screen that prevents one from looking into the private sphere. The elevation 

of half a storey combined with a parapet is already sufficient as privacy protection. ‘The 

simple measurements ratio for the raised ground floor states: if the difference between 

street level and floor level of the ground floor with normal parapet height is at least one 

meter, you can clearly look out, but the passer-by cannot look in.’ [ 1] 

 Notes

[ 1] Janson, A., 2014. «The Threshold as Boundry, Space, and Transition», in Zoller, D., Wüstenrot 

Stiftung.  Herausforderung Erdgeschoss: Ground Floor Interface. Berlin: Jovis. p.187

 Photographic Credits

Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.112-115 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

2011-2015

Züst Gübeli Gambetti, Zurich

ASP, Zurich

Losinger Marazzi AG, Basel

226; incl. 25 on the ground floor   

8 studios, 5 commercial units

parking garage

8’431 m2 

3.6

4’359 m2 

30’000 m2 

Erlenmatt Areal West

Max-Kämpf-Platz 1-2, Tangentenweg 30-36, Erlenkönigweg 1-19, Basel

(Only the first six-storage, U-shape building of the urban block is analysed)

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 This is the second project on the Erlenmatt Areal (see Stadterle p.36). The 

construction of the new residential neighbourhood in Kleinbasel, on the right riverside 

of Basel, was made possible by the departure of the Deutsche Bahn AG. Erlenmatt Areal 

West is an urban block consisting of three parts, the first part ending with a row of terraced 

houses inside the court, which will not be part of this analysis, while the other two will.

 The six-story project ensemble is placed next to the Max-Kämpf square in the 

south, from which commercial uses in the middle of the ground floor are accessible for 

the broad public. The façade on the ground floor is set back and covers the entrance of 

the commercial front. The west wing accommodates studios with split-level floor plans, 

over-high ceiling heights and access from both façades, the road and the court. The east 

wing has mezzanine apartments. Since the court is raised a half floor, there’s an elevated 

private front garden between the façade and the bordering pathway, the Erlkönigweg.

 Interaction

 The main entrances are drawn-in, which allows a covered entering and gives 

space for the mailboxes. The entrances to the studios have a small porch roof that marks 

their presence from far. To enter the court, either one of the four entrance halls to the 

south can be used or the open pathway in the north that connects the Tangentenweg and 

the Erlenkönigweg. This small path rises to meet the level of the elevated court. The court-

yard has different sizes of private outdoor spaces that are contributed to different users. 

They are separated by bushes from the common area in the middle, which contains also 

a covered bicycle parking. The studios to the west have a thin garden strip to their leisure, 

while the apartments on the opposite side have rather large private gardens compared to 

the overall size of the whole court.

 Living

 The studios have an east-west orientation, with a main entrance from the road 

and a court access. To overcome the height difference, stairs lead from the front part to 

the raised back part. The kitchen and the sanitary room are placed in the middle. This 

structures the back part and offers the possibility for different functions and more privacy. 

The apartments in the east wing are also east-west orientated. They are entered in the 

middle of the unit, in the transition between the open living and dining area on the court-

side and the bedrooms on the opposite side. The sanitary rooms are placed just vis-à-vis 

the entrance, one of them being only accessible from the master bedroom. 

 

 

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The raised ground floor offers the apartment a private front garden, this verti-

cal displacement gives them more privacy. The studios benefit from an increased ceiling 

height. The construction costs for the parking garage were also lower as a result of the 

raised ground floor. All main entrances are distributed along the street façades on street 

level, the height difference is solved inside through stairs and lift. Less successful in my 

point of view is the strongly inward-facing courtyard, which has only a small hidden ac-

cess from outside. Still, this measure may offer the residents a quieter area. Furthermore, 

the division of the court seems to me unbalanced, the private outdoor areas are very large 

in relation to the community areas. Bushes are used to guarantee privacy, which enhanc-

es this separation.

 Quality

 Raising the housing level in this urban block creates distance between public 

and private, which benefits to the privacy of the ground floor apartments.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Züst Gübeli Gambetti Architekten. viewed 24.11.2019 on: www.z2gb.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [6]Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, z2gb.ch, Basel 2019,
www.map.geo.bs.ch
Figure [8] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: project plans, z2gb.ch
Figure [9] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, 
z2gb.ch, Basel 2019, www.map.geo.bs.ch

 Graphics
Figure [7] Ground Floor Plan of a Standard Studio: studio plan. retrieved 24.11.2019 on:  www.gronhus.
ch/pdf/D02-630a0cfd93497d1dd0dd90ce64bf1489.pdf

 Photographic Credits
Figure [2] : © Züst Gübeli Gambetti 
Figure [3] : © Züst Gübeli Gambetti 
Figure [4] : © Züst Gübeli Gambetti 
Figure [5] : © Christian Bernhart
Figure [10] : © Züst Gübeli Gambetti 
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 MAISONETTE

 While in the mezzanine apartment the ground floor is raised from the street 

level, the maisonette apartment allows a spatial separation on two floors, like in a row 

house. But the maisonette is limited to two floors. This spatial separation of the functions 

makes it possible to use a residential unit for several functions, e.g. living studio. This is 

reminiscent of the former craftsmen’s houses, where workshop and apartment were 

connected in the same house.

 Where space is limited, two-storey air spaces can be used as a design 

element to create a sense of spaciousness. Two-storey air spaces combined with over-

high room heights are also used for another reason. In view of the sustainability of new 

buildings, many maisonette apartments are now being built with over-high ground floors. 

Then the use of the maisonette - typology on the ground floor with over-high room 

heights allows for future flexibility of use.

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.122-125 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

2010- 2015

Edelaar Mosayebi Inderbitzin, Zurich

Ganz, Zurich

Speich Immobilien, Zurich

30; incl. 8 on the ground floor   

offices, nursery

parking garage

 2’290 m2 

2.9

1’219 m2

6’662 m2

Speich Areal

Hoenggerstrasse 45-65, Zurich

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 The site is located in the north of Zurich City in a transition zone of the urban 

fabric; between urban blocks and heterogeneous single edifications. Trapped between 

the heavy traffic of the Hardbrücke (a five-lane high-rise bridge) and the Hönggerstrasse 

that leads to the Wipkingerplatz. The plot has a third side, which opens to the river Limmat. 

On the longish, narrow plot a long bar is placed that shields the traffic noise from the hid-

den outdoor space in the rear. 

 The open end to the Wipkingerplatz has an additional corner, breaking the 

façade into two parts, which follows the street curve. The side facing Hönggerstrasse, 

lies two stories higher than the one along the river pathway, the Kloster-Fahr-Weg. Close 

to the bridge a public stair leads directly from the riverbank up to the street level, while a 

ramp follows along the building façade up to the main entrance of the commercial space, 

which is placed in the building end. Today there’s a nursery accommodated in this space.

 Interaction

 The street façade has big show windows on the ground floor. These windows, 

combined with the drawn-in entrance for the offices and apartments on the upper floors 

form a socle line with their formal element. These show windows belong to the two floor 

studios with own addresses. The studios can either be used as a shop or as work atel-

iers. They have an additional entrance on the riverside, fronted by a private narrow garden 

strip, covered with gravel. The entrance from the garden is drawn-in and covered, on the 

upper level (street level). This element is been repeated and serves as a loggia

 Living

 A second garden strip, a half a meter below, is for the common use for all in-

habitants. This outdoor space in form of different terrace levels gradually loses its privacy, 

until it ends up on the public riverbank level. In the junction to the existing building a public 

pathway allows a direct access from the street to the riverbank. This passage leads also to 

an already existing courthouse in the garden. This courthouse has a public character and 

was foreseen as a coffee shop by the architects.

 The studios have narrow floor plans and reach from one façade to the other. 

While entering occurs either through the street or garden façade, the stair is placed in the 

middle of the studio, next to the sanitary room (on the street level) or the kitchen (on the 

garden level). They divide the room in two parts, which offers possibility for different func-

tions and more privacy.

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The building is located along a street, the recessed entrances give direct ac-

cess from the street. Therefore the recessed entrances provide weather protection as 

well as a transition area from the residential units to the public sphere. A public passage 

leads to the outdoor space in the rear of the building that opens up to a free view of the 

river Limmat. The terraced outdoor space reaches form the building façade until the lev-

el of the waterfront. This allows a gradation between public and private outdoor space. 

The vertical shifts of the terraces works as privacy screen for the residential units at the 

top level. In addition, the split-level apartment typology is used to spatially divide the func-

tions.

 Quality

 The building functions as noise and traffic blocker for a calm retreat in its rear. 

The qualities of this area are shared for both public and residents thanks to a terraced out-

door space that works as privacy screen.

  

 Notes
Projects informations: 
Arc Award. viewed 03.12.2019 on: www.arc-award.ch/de/wohn-und-gewerbehaus-speich-areal
Edlaar Mosayebi Inderbitzin Architekten. viewed 03.12.2019 on: www.emi-architekten.ch

 Maps based on
Figure [ 1] Figure Ground Plan: Redesign by the author based on: www.geovite.ethz.ch
Figure [7] Diagrams: Redesign by the author based on: project plans, emi-architekten.ch, Zürich 2019, 
www.maps.zh.ch
Figure [9] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: project plans, emi-architekten.ch
Figure [10] Ground Floor Plan with Surrounding Area: Redesign by the author based on: project 
plans, emi-architekten.ch, Zürich 2019, www.maps.zh.ch

 Graphics
Figure [8] -1 Niveau Floor + Ground Floor Plan of a Maisonette Apartment: Grundriss EG. retriewed 
03.12.2019 on: emi-architekten.ch 
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Figure [2] : © Roland Bernath
Figure [3] : © Roland Bernath
Figure [4] : © archipitcture
Figure [5] : © archipitcture
Figure [6] : © archipitcture
Figure [11] : © Roland Bernath
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 COVERED PRIVATE SPACE

 The often idealized wish of a patch of private garden can sometimes be diffi-

cult to satisfy in urban conditions, close to a street or impeding on an already tightly di-

mensioned courtyard. This ‘human desire for direct access to light, air and sun in different 

ways.’ [ 1] can be however satisfied by the usage of spaces more akin to the loggias and 

balconies one rather finds on the upper floors.

The possible iterations of covered outdoor space are exceptionally numerous, as Alex-

ander notices: ‘Whenever possible, and at every story, build porches, galleries, arcades, 

balconies, niches, outdoor seats, awnings, trellised rooms, and then like at the edge of 

buildings – especially where they open off public spaces and streets, and connect them 

by doors, directly to the rooms inside.’ [2]

Indeed, even with a reduced footprint, a covered private outdoor space, placed in the di-

rect continuity of the ones on the floors above, can serve as an attractive solution, as long 

as there is the possibility to address the ever-recurring question of privacy level. In fact in 

order to avoid the extremities of the two typically observed unwanted scenarios – exces-

sive barricading of the inhabitants or the necessity of draconian house rules – a certain 

level of adaptability has to be allowed by the design.

 Notes
[ 1] Ebner, P., et al., 2009. Typologie+. Basel: Birkhäuser Verlag. p.244
[2] Alexander, Ch., et al.,1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.845.

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [5], p.132-137 : © by the author
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Töpferei, Residential Building

Alte Rheinstrasse 87, Embrach

2012-2015

Atelier Strut, Winterthur

Ryffel + Ryffel, Uster

Odinga und Hagen AG, Zurich

75; incl. 20 on the ground floor   

1 medical practice centre,

85 parking

9’943 m2

1.6

3’184 m2

15’600 m2

Figure [ 2 ]
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 Context

 The area is an old industrial pottery plant in Embrach, a village located 7 km 

north from the airport Kloten in Zurich. The plot is close to the rails, while the surrounding 

landscape is rather rural and borders on smaller wooded areas. The head end of the orig-

inal ensemble, with its small tower structure has been retained. [ 1 ] It still bears the name 

‘Töpferei Embrach’, which marks the address of the area and gives it its identity. The new 

L-shaped building has replaced the demolished one with an identical volume. This build-

ing reaches from the entrance area in the north until the south end of the ensemble and 

embraces the interior court. Two bars parallel to the Alte Rheinstrasse have been added 

as extension to the ensemble. Their head ends form the southeast limits of the centered 

court.

 Interaction

 The court is bordered on three sides by buildings, the fourth side is limited by 

the waste management, the visitor parking and the access ramp to the underground park-

ing. While the court is covered with yellow marl gravel, the zone next to the building en-

trance is covered with a grey gravel. An asphalt path frames all gravel surfaces. The path 

connects existing paths from the neighbourhood with the nearby forest. For this purpose, 

the passageway is placed in the junction of the angled volume. Several high raised flower-

pots are placed around the court. They consist of round concrete benches with a lime tree 

planted inside. At the same time they serve as seating.

The long bar to the northwest has a balcony access that leads to the upper units. They 

are constructed with concrete elements; the same materiality and elements are repeat-

ed in the balcony towers of the other buildings. The access balconies have an open and 

continuous appearing, except for the wire mesh which is used as partition walls between 

the public circulation area and the private balcony area. Additionally, outdoor cupboards 

divide the private area between two different units.

Two paths lead from the central court to the building entrance of the two southeast bars. 

The paths are lined on one side by garden beds and on the other side by bushes that 

block the direct view on the private outdoor spaces. The two smaller bars, as well as the 

short part of the angled building have balcony towers added to their façades. The south-

west-orientated balconies are detached and have a concrete element construction. The 

ground floor units also have a concrete floor in their covered outdoor spaces, slightly 

raised above the ground.

 Living

 All apartments have floor plans filling the depth of the building. The residential 

units in the long bar can be entered by the access balcony on its south. The units can be 

divided in three parts: an entrance layer with one sanitary room and a bedroom, followed 

by a big living and dining room, including an open kitchen, and a third layer consisting of 

two bedrooms and a centrally located sanitary room.

The smaller three bars have an east-west orientation, and can also be parted in three: in a 

front, middle and back part. While the building entrances are placed on the west façade, 

the apartment entrance is located in the central access core with elevator and stairs. 

Once entered in the middle part of the apartment, a big anteroom serves as distribution 

area. The living and dining room are located in the west part, benefitting from a direct ac-

cess to the covered outdoor space. The bedrooms are in the east part, while the sanitary 

rooms fill the middle zone with the wardrobe. 

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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Figure [ 9 ]

Figure [ 8 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 A narrow passage that opens up to an interior court gives access into the area. 

This gateway signals the change of property. The court is bordered by the long housing 

row with access balcony and private outdoor spaces, which activates the common court. 

A multiple use of the court is reached by a medical practice centre is that is placed at its 

centre.

As the three short bars develop away from the court and offer their apartments private 

balconies towards west into the in-between space of the rows. On the ground floor the 

private outdoor space are formulated as elevated concrete base that have scrubs as pri-

vacy screens. In return there are communal gardens on the opposite side of the pathway. 

The two outdoor spaces complement one another and offer the residents a good alterna-

tive to the terraced house typology.

 Quality

 The building complex offers diverse outdoor spaces in a rural context that ac-

tivate community life, while offering enough private outdoor space as an alternative to pri-

vate garden of a family house.
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Figure [9] Section Plan: Redesign by the author, map background: Schnitt, retrieved 11.11.2019 on: 
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 PRIVATE GARDEN

 The appropriation of the land for use and cultivation was the consequence of 

the settledness of the people. Borders were marked to separate the territory from the 

open landscape and to protect the property of animals and other people. [ 1]

Original designations of the term garden show the meaning for a fenced in place. In Greek 

the word Garden was further developed from the term chòrtos, which means enclosed 

space. In Latin Garden comes from the word hortus: fenced courtyard. [2]

 So it is not surprising if Christopher Alexander in his ‘A Pattern Language’ still 

advises an enclosure for the garden. ‘Form some kind of enclosure to protect the interior 

of a quiet garden from the sights and sounds of passing traffic. (…) The smaller the garden, 

however, the harder and more definite the enclosure must become.’ [3]

And unfortunately it is the reality of many private gardens that fences, hedges and walls 

seal off the outdoor space from unwanted views. It remains unclear where this phobia 

of the stranger in the private garden comes from. Perhaps the garden is effectively per-

ceived as an extension of the private sphere, which must be protected. 

 Peter Deggen offers another possible answer, ‘It asserts itself as a ‘limited 

space’ in the chaos of the city, which has become unmanageable, and the landscape, 

which has been eaten up and fragmented by the agglomeration.’ [4]

 Notes
[ 1] Degen, P., 2014. Stadtraumkultur. Zürich: vdf Hochschulverlag. p.80
[2] see Degen, 2014. p.121-122
[3] Alexander, Ch., et al., 1977. A Pattern Language. New York: Oxford University Press. p.873.
[4] see Degen, 2014. Translated by author, p.129.

 Photographic Credits
Figure [ 1 ] - [3], p.144-147 : © by the author
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Construction time

Architect

Landscape Architect

Proprietor

Apartment Units

Other Units

Project Perimeter

Floor Area Ratio

Built-up Area

Floor Space

2010-2017

Bachelard Wagner, Basel

Berchtold Lenzin, Liestal

Genossenschaft Sunnige Hof, Zurich

377; incl. 60 terraced houses   

hairdresser, laundry service, bakery, 

organic store, medical practice centre,  

physiotherapy centre, fitness room, nurs-

ery,  kindergarten and 6 guestrooms.

269 parking spaces

39’180 m2

1.8

12’269 m2

72’410 m2

Mattenhof Areal

Mattenhof 1-39, Zurich-Schwamendingen

Replacement building for 134 terraced houses from 1934 [ 1 ]

Figure [ 2 ]

Figure [ 1 ]
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 Context

 The Mattenhof was once a farming business in the north-eastern suburbs of 

Zurich, Schwamendingen. The village has been included to the city of Zurich in 1934. In 

1946 the cooperative Sunnige Hof built a settlement with 134 terraced houses and a kin-

dergarten. With the construction of the rail station Stettbach (in 1990) next to the Matten-

hof, the centre of Zurich is reachable in a few minutes by train. [ 2 ]

 An inner alley, which bears the settlement name Mattenhof, gives the building 

an address and serves as a promenade along which the buildings are lined. Three pairs 

of offset building volumes mark the east limit of the settlement. These apartment units 

have five to seven stories. On the opposite side of the promenade, volumes of similar 

height form the building end of the single and double rows of terraced houses. The alter-

nating rows are two stories terraced houses that are running west towards the Düben-

dorfstrasse. A seven-story bar marks the southern end of the settlement, its façade has 

multiple offsets to break down its perceived length. The whole area has an east-west, as 

well as a south-north slope. Today, the common functions, such as nursery, kindergarten, 

medical centre and food store are placed in the northern part of the area. It is the main 

entrance to the settlement and provides space for visitor parking and the entrance ramp 

to the underground parking.

 Interaction

 The promenade, an internal asphalt road, connects all outdoor areas. The 

open spaces between the high residential units in the north were left as meadows to play. 

Opposite of them, on the other side of the alley there are smaller gravel terraces. A few 

concrete steps raise these terraces. They offer benches and tables for encounter. The 

east-west slope is visible on these terrace steps. They form the transition from the public 

space to the private gardens of the terraced houses.

 The double rows of terraced houses have a closed inner court between them. 

Along the single row houses, two paths, one on each side of the units, lead to the pedes-

trian path that follows the tram along the Dübendorfstrasse. The front garden of each unit 

has high scrubs and outdoor storage shed that serve as a privacy screen. This urban furni-

ture, partly out of brick and wire mesh, is covered with a concrete roof. It stands apart from 

the building and touches only slightly the building façade with its roof. 

 Living

 The three single rows of terraced houses are thicker and have alternating en-

trances to the units, one on the east and one on the west façade. A generous entrance 

gives access to a middle layer, where stairs for the upper floor are placed as well as a san-

itary room. From the passage the living and dining room with open kitchen are accessible. 

The garden as extension of the living room is placed in front of it. The upper floor has three 

bedrooms and another sanitary room.

 The slimmer double rows of terraced houses have their private gardens always 

to the west, which means that some are located in the closed court between the rows, 

while others face the gardens of the next housing row. The floor plans are always the 

same, but sometimes mirrored. As a consequence, the entrances are once placed in the 

east and once in the west. The entrance leads into an open kitchen, from where a middle 

layer with stairs and sanitary room are accessible. A third layer with the living room is lo-

cated in the rear part, which touches in one case the west and in the other the east façade. 

The stairs lead up to the three bedrooms and another sanitary room. 

Figure [ 6 ]

Figure [ 5 ]

Figure [ 4 ]

Figure [ 3 ]
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 Conclusion of the ground floor features

 The residential area can be accessed via the main entrance, which opens up to 

a main alley with different kind of common outdoor spaces for encounter and play. Com-

munity rooms, common functions, guestrooms, day care, grocery store and laundry ser-

vice are placed at the main entrance, these offers enrich the settlement and its community 

life. The mix of different housing typologies will result in a diversified tenant community, 

what is important for a functioning neighbourhood.

From the main alley lead smaller paths to the terraced houses, which can also be reached 

via these paths if you enter form the opposite side. The terraced houses have private out-

door spaces on both façade sides a front and a back garden. High bushes serve as priva-

cy screen. This housing typology offers an alternative to the single family house suburban 

context.

 Quality

 The residential area offers different kinds of housing typology as well as divers 

outdoor spaces, this facilitates the creation of a community in a new neighbourhood.
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Conclusion

 In the following text, my observations out of the project analysis will be discussed, as well as po-

tential conflicts that can arise through the interactions with other interests.

Therefore I will take up from the first chapter the three mentioned statements concerning the interaction be-

tween built and void. They will group my observations in three parts while leading from the neighbourhood 

scale to the perimeter scale and finally the building scale.  

 City scale – a room as a space in space

All the elements used as threshold at this scale work as filter or buffer from the city scape to a common space. 

They offer a common ground for users with same interests. As they are a space being part of a bigger space 

– the city scape.

Generally two different types of threshold for common spaces with communal functions can be made out. 

One is offering tranquillity and recreation, the other activities and multiple uses. Both of them with their spe-

cific qualities can contribute to the neighbourhood and its city life. One common condition has been detect-

ed, which is the necessity of being well integrated in the existing network of paths, and therefore easily ac-

cessible.  

 The rather calm spaces can be courts or parks offering places for recreation and detention, by 

giving shelter from a noisy or busy surrounding. They often have the following qualities such as tranquillity, 

nature, natural light, sitting possibilities and little niches for privacy, therefore they are rather hidden and are 

located in remote places. They can be formulated as an interior court, as in Buchegg (P9), where the sur-

rounding buildings offer the shelter, or as the courtyards in Surber-Areal (P4), where small pathways lead to 

remote courts, or as rear court as in Brunnmatt Ost (P1), where the building functions as noise protection. A 

very interesting form of common outdoor space can be witnessed in the terraced park of the Speich-Areal 

(P12), a calm retreat with a view. The different terraces form layers of access, that in combination with the 

vertical shift work also as a privacy screen. 

 The other type of common spaces is linked to direct communal functions located on the site. This 

gives the area multiple uses during the day and attracts passers-by. Additionally, they often form the address, 

in doing so the entrances activate the area. The threshold element used for the educational and day care 

uses is in both projects A-Park (P10) and Maiengasse (P6) a common court, which serves as recreation 

place and playground for both residents and children.

The other element is the pedestrian street. An crucial condition is its proportion of the street width and the 

adjoining building height. Indeed, it is important that the streets must not be too big so that they never fill up. 

This makes them attractive and will attract more people. It can either be a main alley on the resident area, 

having some commercial functions or simple serve as shortcut through the area, as in the four projects Mat-

tenhof-Areal (P14), Surber-Areal (P4), Glattpark (P7), and Lokomotive (P3). 
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 Perimeter scale – mutual interaction of convex and concave

 In the following the gateways as access on to the residential area as well as other transitions form 

from public to common are developed. These thresholds already vary greatly depending on the context. 

One bigger group can be made out of buildings, that by their form and placement shape attractive outdoor 

spaces, a mutual interaction of convex and concave shapes. Two projects, where the building is placed on 

the most disadvantaged part of a plot to leave the better part for the outdoor space are the projects Buchegg 

(P9) and A-Park (P10). The access is via a narrow building gaps, which influences the access possibilities 

from the public to the common. Other projects that use this threshold element are Erlenmatt Areal West (P7), 

Brunnmatt (P1), and Surber-Areal (P4), as it also has been discussed in the previous paragraph.

 A slight modification of this architectural tool is the ground floor passage, which also allows for 

the connection of two separated spaces. This element is represented in several projects: Speich Areal (P8), 

Fabrikgässli (P5), Glattpark (P7), Surber Areal (P4), Maiengasse (P6), and Lokomotive (P3). Often parts of 

the building complex are used as noise blocker or have other protective functions, as for example for a safe 

play environment for children, the passages then serve as gateways on to the area as well as short cuts for 

passing it. 

 Gateways, in the form of narrowed entrance situation on to the residential area, remind of former 

entry portals, as in Töpferei (P13). They signal the change of property. A rather subtle way to draw attention to 

the entrance has been used in Maiengasse (P6). A bench at the beginning of the open court marks the tran-

sition from public streets to common court, it indicates the passers-by a modification of behavioural codes. 

This it can also be seen at the beginning of school areas. These are elements that mark the gateway of an 

area they are not transition zones, therefore they may easily be overseen or ignored. Therefore they may 

not be effective and should be only be used in combination with other threshold elements. As it is the case in 

Maiengasse, where a sequence of threshold elements lead from the public to the private.

 A good form of threshold that marks the transition successively are the gradation of paths, as wit-

nessed in Mattenhof (P14). They allow the passers-by to adapt from one area to the next. The main entrance 

gives access to an interior main alley, which forms the backbone structure of a path network which finally 

leads to the private entrances of the terraced houses. This is only possible if there’s enough space to develop 

such an articulated path network.

 The base as architectural element is rather used to create distance between the private units and 

the common ground. In the project of Stadterle (P2), the base has been used to raise the whole building from 

the public court and to define the common space.

Before examining the thresholds for the transition between common and private, one thing left to be men-

tioned is that the outdoor spaces at the border of a plot should not be regarded as left-over spaces, but rath-

er as potential chances for the site activation. In the sense that space is too precious to be left undefined.
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 Building scale / Living – continuous space

 Now the last layer between the common ground and the building will be examined. Architectural 

solutions that support the idea of the continuous space are rather rare, since the continuous space does not 

meet the request for privacy in the collective housing typology. Some projects offer elements for possible 

solutions. A first element is the raised private outdoor space, which makes it possible to extend the living 

space outside. This form of threshold has been used in the projects Glattpark (P7), part of Erlenmatt Areal 

West (P11), and Maiengasse (P6), the latter placing the individual entrances on the porch. To combine the 

most public use of the residential units with the common outdoor space seem very reasonable. Another pos-

sibility is to place an additional space before entering the units, as it has been applied in Lokomotive (P3). A 

common hall and two floor outdoor spaces serve as additional layer, which offer a weather protected out-

door space for encounter. This solution can be adapted to a wide access balcony that can be partly appropri-

ated by the residents, while serving also as common space. The two projects Stadterle (P2) and Fabrikgässli 

(P5) use this form of access.

If the access balcony is placed on an attractive façade side and has wide enough dimensioned balconies 

this threshold seems a good tool for establishing an additional value for the community life as well as the 

residents. As long as the building size stays at a size of reasonable to create a community.

 Of course other forms of private outdoor spaces can be a threshold between the private and the 

common, in form of a balcony, loggias, terraces or private garden. Balconies and loggias are used in com-

bination with the raised ground floor, which will be discussed further down. Lets take up again the private 

outdoor spaces, which unfortunately are often found as outdoor spaces hidden behind bushes. But not a lot 

of collective housing projects in the urban context offer them to their residents, due to the lack of space, but 

also to strengthen community life with more common spaces. They are thus only present in the projects Töp-

ferei (p13), Mattenhof Areal (P14), and Wyden (P8). Whereas the latter offers an interesting privacy screen 

solution as an alternative to high bushes and scrubs. The big large flowerbeds are separating the private out-

door space from the common areas, they are maintained through third parties, which helps to regulate their 

appearance and height while offering the whole residential area a unified image.

 A tool that appears very common is the vertical shift to create distance between private and pub-

lic. At the same time it allows to neglect a threshold layer, but in combination with other elements it can be an 

interesting tool. This vertical shift results in different kind of housing typologies: the mezzanine apartments, 

the split-level apartments and the maisonette apartments, whereas the terraced houses can be described 

as a adaption of the latter. Mezzanine apartments can be found in the projects Brunnmatt (P1), A-Park (P10), 

Buchegg (P9), Stadterle (P2), and parts of Erlenmatt Areal West (P11).

If not the whole ground floor level is raised, but parts of it – in the case of a split-level or if the apartments is 

parted on two levels an attractive consequent result out of it – all units have individual entrances at street 

level. The question of privacy is as well easily solved since the functions are spatially separated, as it is also 

the case for the maisonette apartments as in projects Mattenhof (P14), Maiengasse (P6), Lokomotive (P3), 

Fabrikgässli (P5), and Speich Areal (P12). Many of these projects have already been mentioned previously, 

which means they do combine this interior constructive solution with other threshold elements.
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 The path of modern architecture to claim for a continuous space on the ground floor, has the same 

meaning as neglecting it. This is incompatible with the privacy request of a collective housing project of in 

the urban context required, and positively challenged to host housing on the ground floor level. Since it’s the 

ground floor that is at the junctions of different demands and requests, it is often a result of various contrary 

constraints. Therefore the aims of the contemporary ground floor are far apart from the ones of the modern 

ground floor: it becomes the key moment of the architecture.

 To come back to my initial starting point that a building project has to answer to many scales, from 

the city scale to the neighborhood, from the perimeter scale to the residential unit. In doing so a project has 

to consider:

    - contextual problems such as topography, noise emission, traffic

    - aims for social solutions, both inside the perimeter of the building and the neighborhood surrounding it

    - the integration of public demands vs. community and resident interests

    - the integration of community functions vs. privacy of the individual

 The new challenges of the contemporary ground floor are all these tensions of a project that come 

together on the ground floor. Maybe these are too high ambitions to be resolved on a limited plot. Therefore 

it is clear that to satisfy all requests is a high aim. And clearly a too high aim, if wanting to solve all user claims. 

Therefore the thresholds offer a mediation, as in-between space, which can address the individual require-

ments, on a human scale.

 And space has to be left to the unforeseen, in the threshold – for the places to evolve – for the 

residents to participate – for the unexpected to be allowed to happen.
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