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Foreword

BY JORGE FRANCISCO LIERNUR

One of the most indisputable characteristics of contemporary Argentine architecture is the loss of creative tension. With few
exceptions, and in most cases attnibutable to the almost militant desire of some creators, the majority of works (and projects)
produced in recent years have a (ircumspect appearance, hatsh in some ways, as though more skills than wisdom or passion had
intervened in their conception. This condition has many causes, many of them related to the terrible events our country has gone
through these fast decades. This is abviously nat the place to analyze them, but we could say that this lack of tension is the result
of a triple act of simplification; fitst, by reduging a vast body of human knowledge and experience to a significant but only partial
aspect of that body that is the project technique; second, by considering it first and foremost a professional praxis—when carried
to an extreme, valued according to volume—rather than a discipline, a way of seeing and understanding the world, a cultural and
therefore critical activity, and third, by assigning an exclusively evaluative role to what actually constitutes only ane of the forms
of project organization, that which attempts to obtain its unity through the paradigm referred to in academic theory as parti,

known 1o us 45 “partido.”

The result of this triple reduction is usually work praised for its “clear geometry,” which confuses simplism with minimalism, in
which the constructive aspect constitules a secondary moment, added ta the original “idea,” and where the absence of time—that
time for reflection propased by Alberti and Mies—reveals an unconditional surrendering to the haste imposed by the marketplace.
This “terribilita” has abliged numerous architects to leave the country, some of them having contributed in notable fashion to the

International debate. Nevertheless the structure of contemporary culture’s “North Atlantic~centricity” dissolves their origins when

the movement is from the periphery towards the center, but not when in the opposite direction. In other words: The Tokyo Forum is

n i i i
ot architecture from the River Plate in Japan, whilst the “Banca del Lavoro® in Buenos Aires is Swiss [alian architecture in Argentina

For vario g e
fous reasons Richter and Dahl Rocha's work s provocative in the debate on this asymmetry, and it simultaneously constitutes

3 50lid contributi ‘
bution to  debate of a more basic nature, at once local and universal. And for this reason this book is a fortunate step

On the [eve]
of an international debate their work tan be said to be in the place of the *same,” and here resides its provocative
capacity: the mo i .
Y st disturbing image of an assassin is the one of our innocent neighbor on the Metro, so close by. Richter and Dahl

Racha's path is not the explici i ism,”
p & explicit one of militant vanguardism,* therefore not disturbing to the majority—but rather of insertion in

one of the most cons i

= EIvative sacieties in the world The question running throughout the work of Richter and Dahl Rocha is one of
ative margins within that model, of the possibllity of introducin

direction. Their work does not perp

The interesting thing aoyt their
red

g originality where there is greatest demand in the opposite
lex yi

sually with presumably rotund affimations but is rather 2 rigorous experience in subtleties
Work is that, while on one hand the

. ¥ appear to border on banality, on the other they resist bein
ced 1o an initial moment, 1o aq excluding determination y :

The coincidence Is impressive. The paths of Richter and Dahl Rocha crossed in New Haven as students at the school that houses
the legacy of Louis Kahn What could a young man coming from the turbulence and darkness of Argentina in the seventies have
in common with another brought up in the safe and opulent surroundings of the confederation in the Alps? My impression is

that different roads led them to the place of sensible moderation that they share in their work today.

In Richter's case | believe there are objective, structural reasons for such moderation. Construction in Switzerland is strongly
conditioned by strict requlations, by the democratic and decisive participation of its citizens in matters of urban interest, by the
high technological level of constructive processes. In this context, and especially when working for large corporations, creative
margins are reduced to 3 minimum, commonly allowed to disappear altogether. Clearly these “hard” reasons are nat new, but they
have given direction to a special cultural tradition for some time now. The so-called *modern Swiss tradition’ that which emerged
particularly following the publication of La Nouvelle Architecture compiled by Alfred Roth in the late thirties, represents a sort of
“responsible” modernism, a credible, pacified response to the sustainability of new architectural forms within the Confederation's
stable social and economic framewark. With its care for constructive quality, material, workmanship, its rational functional
organization, its elegant aesthetic manipulation, the “madern Swiss tradition” expresses a manifest rejection of simplistic

regionalism, but above all, of the stridencies, the “pamphletism,” and the excessive plasticism of other European modernisms

| believe, however, that there are different reasons for Dahl Rocha’s moderation. To a large extent, it is also the consequence of his
own modern tradition. By this | mean the tradition of self-containment and discretion of Argentine architecture, which includes
the work of Alberto Prebisch and Antonio Vilar, and which has matured recently in the work of Ernesto Katzenstein and Horacio
Baliero That tradition is part of an important current in Argentine culture that has constructed a minimalist paradigm on the
practical and metaphysical impositions of the gigantic plain. For this tradition the radicality of Amancio Williams’ werk constitues
an excess, Dahl Rocha’s “objective” motives are very different. While Swiss moderation s an adaptation to the dictates of an
extremely solid socio-economic structure, Argentine moderation s a respanse to the absence of any stable point of reference

Dahl Rocha's maderation in his best works in Argentina is a choice, or rather a selection, of severe self-discipline as a recourse

against the possibility of dissolution

The pilgrimage of that sobriety from the plains of Argentina to the Swiss Alps may seem surprising; but the coincidence i5 not
rare. As many will remember, Jorge Luis Borges decided to live out his final days in Switzerland.On the other hand, the strange
sensation of seeing the same image duplicated by different mirrors has antecedents that copy it. By the late forties the story of

Richter and Dahl Racha had already been told in a similar way with other names. the Swiss, Max Bill and the Argentine, Tomas

Golay Buchel Headquarter, |

Switzerlamd, 1997
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But it would be a mistake to hter and Dahl Rocha is nothing more than craft ar
rest resides at it Is precisely with craft and sobriety, with moderation and professional rigor, that
onstruct imagisative and poetic architecture where originality 1s savored without anxiety. It is that imagination
n open, uncertain, and latent universe of meanings. The work of Richter-Dahl Rocha is perceived
nce these are reached the

sion, because 0

doubts about the certainties of the profe

Ca 4y Lon

th
he

[ own

because apable of raising
L 15 true that despite clearly identifiable traits, this work is the reflection of 2 pro maturation. Perhaps one could ask them
some oi the contemporary or Lo practice greater economy of the

Iheir work, even In IIs relatively early stages—we are talking about a period

owever. that tf

some important affirmation

S L.
kewise Bot inew ® Ihat projects be reduced to exercises in geometry; third, that research
seérhian i the market fnurth 1at fnn nf n tarialit tarting th
eITio ¢ market, fourth, that the condi 0f mateniality is a starting point that can become decisive;
rcitecture, wherever it may be, is still capable of raising the same questions as ever, abe
veduty and utility, permanent and ephemeral, nature and society

first, that it is not inewitable that discipline be dissolved in the profession: s

only six years—




Introduction

BY JACQUES GUBLER

CONTRASTS AND SURPRISES

A SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Jatques Richter, born in 1954, a Swiss lover of tango, and Ignacio Dahl Rocha, born in 1956, Latin American and an acute and
critically nostalqic observer of European architecture, met and fraternized at Yale in New Haven at the beginning of the eighties.
Richter studied at the ETH in Zurich and Dahl Rocha at the FADU in Buenos Aires. The many didactic stimuli experienced at Yale
with James Stirling and Cesar Pelli or the repeated visits to Louis Kahn's Mellon Center for British Art offered a solid ground for
their developing friendship

Richter went back to his home city, Lausanne, an Lake Geneva, and worked in his father’s office. Dahl Rocha returned to his home
metropalis, Buenos Alres, on the Rio de fa Plata, teaming up with Billoch and Ramos. Their “House in San Isidra” was shown in
1988 inVicenza, selected for the Palladio Prize, and in the Buznos Aires Bienalle a year later. In 1987 Richter won the competition
for the *Place Sans Nom” (Square without a Name) organized by the city of La Chaux-de-Fonds to celebrate Le Corbusier’s
Centennial. The open program was formulated s the need for a “ourageous™ urban proposal, the fostering of a new landmark in
the heart of Jeanneret's birth place To make a long stary short, let us add that Richter and Dahl Rocha eventually succeeded in cre-
ating their own firm and partnership. Being the successors of Richter's father's confirmed practice was no doubrt helpful, but they

had proved their independence by winning prizes and competitions that would allow them to be themselves and develop their
own “themes in architecture *

CAN A SINGLE BOX BE ARTICULATED?

The willin *eolve” ;
finess 1o concentrate and *solve” the program into a single, box-like, volume, whether a private house, a gymnasium, a

shed, a school, )
0ra museum, has been a dominant tendency in Switzerland in the last decade. A simifar trend has been observed

elsewh ‘
FAet,partcularly in Germany, Halland, and Belgium: the *Neu Einfachheit (new simplicity) or the *Eenvoud” (unity

inteqrality) But we shall concentrate on the local Swiss scene

where such poetry has been explained by vari
| arious and som
contradiclory statements P ¥ sometimes

3] the request for the “ordinary® (a true borrowing from Venturi’s word without the r

elated |
icon of the fatem, mages] connected to the refusal of the

b) the ensuing rejectio
g rejection of architectyre a5 4 personal o idiosyncratic expression and the need for a“neutral” gesture;

Nt with the social policy of*
(Paul Artaria, Hans Schmidt, Emil Roth, Max Bill), and

¢} the research of the essential |
ntial in agreem ‘
greeme, minimalism* rooted in the Swiss avant-garde tradition

d) the need for economy and “integrality” in response to sustainable development and energy-saving techniques

Among these arguments, the more convincing ones were related to the philosophical tradition of materialism and the criticism of
the industry of materials. The poetics and phenomenolagy of the physical and silent presence of the materials could even be related
10 3 pun, a radical and political pun. This pun exists anly in German. It was first uttered in the post-Dadaist and pre-Heideagerian
Republic of Weimar: Nicht darstellen sandern dasrellen. The act of representation (darstellen) is replaced by the immediate

necessity 1o put things on the table now and here (darstellen)

Plain boxes were built and the photographers came to shoat laconic black-and-white pictures. The picturesque, one of the plagues
of architecture in Switzerland, had been buried. The beautiful prosaic images of mere boxes became icons. The “magic box” of the

camera would even infuse magic into "dematerialized” or “virtual® boxes

if the “precept of the box” in Switzerland has been a reaction aqainst “deconstruction” and "technological pathos,” it is obvious
that such a general assumption does not permit one to approach and study the sinqularity of each case. Nevertheless, one may
agree that the challenge to build a single volume is directed 1o the revisiting of the modern tradition, Wright's “breaking of
the box," Corbusier's comparative diagram of the “very difficult” compact solution, or the need for configuration (Gestaltung)
expressed by Gropius and Hannes Meyer, of the ambivalent principle of “open is shut” contained in the Miesian pavilions. Indeed,

the ritical revisiting of the Modern movement has been the leading moral attitude in Swiss “learned” architecture over the last
House in San Ist

two decades. “Learned,” that is self-conscious, architecture includes only about five percent of the averall building praduction in
1988 (feft), Espaci plex in
Switzerland, a percentage that corresponds to the situation observed elsewhere in Europe

La Chaux-de-Fonds, Switzedand
19871995 (night)

THEIR BUILDINGS ARE ARTICULATED BOXES

The waorks of R&DR could be described as articulated boxes. The emphasis is given to the physical perception of the building

From the intimacy of the first sketches, a dominant line is followed In the hierarchy of the design; to create a sculptural event

The process of “"composition” is a process in “configuration.” This approach pays respect to the tradition of the Modern movement,

but their ideological adhesion is based upon empinicism, Past adventures on the building site permit to integrate technical

feasibility into the intimacy of the first sketches. It has been one of the leading precepts in the Swiss polytechnical training in

architecture since Semper that building should rely upon previous practical experiences, that past mistakes and miscartiages

on the building site should be digested and corrected, that risky gestures should be tamed



+ on“the practical” (das Praktische) does nat necessarlly eliminate theory, even if the majority of the partisans of

The emphasis pu

praticality strangly disbelieve In the necessity of intellectual speculation Such a position submits theory to the apprenticeship and

mastering of the techaical and material processes it means that theory enters the stage a posteriori, wearing the costume of the

*giofessional” commentary on initial intentions. In this context, when time and history have been eliminated, the a posteriori Is

Jfren delivered as the description of the initial intentions and plays the role of the a prior

he belief in tekhné and “craft” can generate 3 Iyrical narration of technology It also permits to concentrate on “themes."”“Themes

in architecture” derive from the focussing on single, obsessive fragments. Their recurrence in design is stronger that formal evolution
O rather, the possibility of farmal evolution is connected to the industrial evolution and progress found in systems and technical

devices put on the market by the industry of matenals. The industry of materials also works with “specialities” and fragments

THEIR THEMES IN ARCHITECTURE

What are the Richter and Dah! Rocha“themes in architecture™ Among their basic, obsessive preaccupations, certainly the mastering
of natutal light plays a leading role. They have abserved Kahn's “construction of the light” in relationship 1o the dramatization of
the structure. The lesson given by the master is linked with the shared memories of his last building at Yale. In their own designs,
the *shafts" will integrate the courtyards, atriums, and staircases. Light is conducted as part of the circulation system. Effects of
“literal transparency” cioss the building both in vertical and horizontal directions. These modulations, which participate in the
plastic organization of the light, ate connected to the streams of passive solar energy. Richter and Dah! Rocha speak of “ecological
approachand tell us that commn sense prevails over technological sophistication,” when the draft enters the drawing and the
qood old venulation shaft questions the universal value of air-conditioning, Such empirical energy-saving devices have been tested

on models at Lay
Lausanne by the Federal Institute of Technology. If light is a flux of energy, it stresses the physical, almost theatrical

presence of the peaple moving within the bullding

From the inside we shall reac
: all reach the outside of the box(es) and find a second “theme,” best expressed by the ltalian phrase promoted
¥ LUCiang ‘At'mm;m dﬂd o1 )
has b Boris Podrecca: cultura del rivestimento. That the cladding of a wall requires a revived “tectonical” culture
+ DERN e of the main assum
SUMptions put forward in the European architectural debate since the beginning of the nineties

F
AL 4 (Onsequence 1o th
SEACE 10 the successive "oil crises”
i sive ‘0l crses” that shook capitalism in the seventies, severe legal measures were adopted I
U feqarding the control of the

witze|
Imos | |
: static waste, both in public and private buildings. According to the old capitalist 109iC.
ans were favorable to costly syste

o8 NEw requlat

ms that produced a good crop of ugly and even pornographic fagades, when




glass panels were proposed as the salution for isolating the internal structures and rooms. To the “learned” architects the new
z.sqai measures meant the necessity to revisit the construction of the peripheral walls. The modern routines of the “curtain” sustained
by the framewaork of thin slabs and trusses or the single panel cast in concrete were questioned. Attention was directed to the
system of the double wall. Various solutions were developed, from the self-supporting wall to the composed panel. Somehow

the technical metaphor of the skeleton was replaced by the sandwich. Whatever the solution, the problem of cladding was put forward

Mario Botta s known for his clever epidermic use of brickwork or thin stone plates fixed on the masked wall that reflect to the
public the image of brick or stone. For the architects wha followed Ruskin's denunciation of *structural deceits” in his Lamp of
fruth and reacted against the *false” image of a concrete wall clad with brick, the technical problem required further developments
A whole set of materials stood by at one’s disposal: glass, ceramics, enameled steel sheets. The industry of materials had anticipated
the situation. Some architects developed their own preferences and used corrugated iron, wood tiles, wood siding, eternit sheets,
concrete panels on reinforced concrete walls. Two basic problems were put farward: the control of the joint and the personal,
moral adhesion o one material in rejecting others. As in the case of the brick or corrugated iron, strong and "ancient” connotations
were attached to the materials now used in cladding. The network of the joint could alter if not dilapidate the visual mass
inscribed in the volume. Would the face be a Screen, a gate, a mask? Would the underwear become the suit?

In contrast to other colleagues, Richter and Dahl Rocha do not show a constant personal preference for the materials exposed in
cladding. They rather use a set of contrasted solutions; they want to blend, for Instance, steel plates and stone panels in the case
ofthe EOS headquarters in Lausanne, The choice s adapted to the “character” and scale of the building, The perception of the
nage 15 simultaneous with the perception of the mass, The skin takes roots in the configuration of the box(es). A genuine
endesanding ofthe various echnica systems makes i possible to translate the sensory into the sensual
ELEGANCE AND HEDONISM

e ]'3'(5! concre préesence g| h ilse ance a tutie
s rete pr 2 m j 8 ele (o
II atefial |Ea05 to lhE question (ﬂn I gan[e be d [hemﬁ in af(hi[P(lUl Is ..leq nee a il til

d to fashion ang quick obsolescence? Is it moral? Is it not
reduce architecty

category, tie
a slogan developed by the motor-car industry? Does it
110 a mere rhetoric of seduction? W

hat has it got to do with the cultural value of architecture? Is elegance
addressed 1g the client? Does

it add brifliane to the public institution? Doss |

Lenhance the corporate identity of the client? s it
Blics of pleasure?

linked to the aesth

(&

Richtarand hey tell you boldly that elegance is not tied to fashion and obsolescence
0ul to permanen s statement can be related to their own pleasure in designing profiles
P ure as sculpture must be recalled because they wark in Lausanne, where

Jean Tschum ticing architect. A direct link could be traced between Jean Tschumi and

~ S ar 3nd Dahkl Racha have
ocha, not only because Richter's father worked with Tschumi but also because Richter and Dahl Rocha have

ocal prejudices and anecdotes, The lesson fo

g influenced by the man

in Tschumi was usef " n n urba sign (the scale, the articulat position of the building are the

tools for city planning), second in technology (the necessity to learn, master, and confront the numerous cataloques published by

or City pla L P - war ) ' o : . :

the building industry). For Tschumi, formal elegance resulted from technical sophistication and the mastering of the deta

Richter and Dahl Roct dordem ia | s linked to a e of the pleasure delivered by the materials. It does nat lift
C dangd N

moderation to the level of a philosophical principle in life. The tactile impression offers a sensual play of contrasts and surprises
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