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ReseaRch
Architect: Peter Zumthor
Construction: 1985-1986
Main Materials: Timber-Lamella, Steel
The building itself is used as a protective shelter for the Roman ruins found 
from 15 BCE in Chur, Switzerland. There are three individual buildings; each 
housing one of the ancient Roman buildings. The walls and the foundation 
are all that is left of the ruins themselves. A black sheet was placed behind 
the Roman walls to form a more solid backdrop against the new building. 
The Zumthor buildings also act as a collective museum with exhibits on the 
history of the ruins and models of what they potentially looked like at their 
peak. The setting of the buildings is unique in the sense that they are sur-
rounded by industrial factories, residences, office complexes, and mountains. 

Zumthor has a knack for creating forms that seem to transcend the 
time in which they are built. He is able to to the same with the Shelter, 
which looks more like the architectural style of today than it does of the 
1980s. The unique requirements of the space caused an interesting 
design to be created. In order for Zumthor’s building not to overpower 
or compete with the Roman ruins, it was made into a very modern 
and geometric style. The building itself was planned as an abstraction 
of the Roman ruins being sheltered. Zumthor recreated the volume 
of the Roman ruins for his own building and then used timber-lamel-
la, which emulated the porous stone, for the exterior walls. The in-
terior of the building is very minimal; the only architectural elements 
are the suspended bridge and floating staircase. So as not to disturb 
the foundation and also to completely separate the present from the 
past, people enter the chamber on a suspended bridge and walk 
down a set of stairs that seem not to touch the ground at any point. 

The Shelter seems to have a sense of humility when compared 
to its surroundings. Nestled in the midst of an industrial complex 
and residential area, the buildings do not draw any attention to 
themselves. “The simplicity of the wooden louvered boxes instant-
ly conveys a sense of welcoming without being ostentatious, as 
well as an acknowledgment of not being the main attraction of 
the archaeological site.” (Swisher). The timber-lamella of the ex-
terior walls is a major feature that draws much of the public at-
tention, both from inside and outside. From the exterior (in the 
daylight), the material allows almost nothing from the inside to 
be seen. In contrast, the interior is practically “glowing” from the 
light washing through material. Since the walls allow light and air 
to enter the space so easily, they also create the feeling of being 
in a sort of time machine: being inside the historical ruins while 
listening to the cityscape in the background. Another key fea-
ture of the buildings is the exposed steel structuring. “The struc-
ture frames the space gently, strong and graceful” (Swisher). 



OUR DISTILLATION

“Architecture is not about form, it is about many other things,” he said. 
“The light and the use, and the structure, and the shadow, the smell and 
so on. I think form is the easiest to control, it can be done at the end.”

Based on Peter Zumthor’s own quote about architecture, we have come 
to our own conclusions on the Shelter for Roman Ruins. Using the ruins’ 
form, Zumthor explores not how the buildings can recreate the past, but in-
stead how they can incite feelings of warmth, tranquility, and humility. The 
transmission of light, the warmth of the materials, and the vulnerability of 
the interior all serve to encourage introspection. Zumthor’s buildings are per-
sonal in the sense they cause people to think (to and about themselves).
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study Models 

stRuctuRal design: transparent timber-lamela and Roman ruins, suspend-
ed bridge, steel framework

exteRioR Wall study: filtration of light through timber-lamela

RoMan Ruins: porosity of rocks similar to porosity of timber-lamela

suspended BRidge: interior vs exterior spaces; walkways feel more interior than the 
actual inside of the buildings

site study: the Roman ruins lie on the outskirts of town surrounded on three sides by 
an industrial area, a residential area,  and a mountain 

light study: using the skylights to see how they allow direct 
light as opposed to the wash of light from the timber-lamela 
walls which are a sanded plastic in the model



plan



peRspective elevation: all three building sit at an angle away from each other making a true elevation difficult to readtRue elevation: shows the angle the buildings lie on 
when viewed from the front



axon Without tiMBeR-laleMa: shows all structural elements other than the lamela to show the relationship of the ruins to their shelter

section fRoM axon vieW: shows the interior of 
the first building without any obstructions



axon With inteRioR vieW: scaled figures used to show the Roman ruins are approximately 
four feet high at the shorter end; transparency of the timber-lamela is also evident



Metal skylights

Metal Roof

Wooden tRuss

Wooden/steel suppoRt 
BeaMs and Rods

Metal suspended 
BRidge and coveRed 
WalkWays

RoMan Ruins

tiMBeR-laMela 
exteRioR Walls

exploded axon



BUILDING PARTI &
HEIRARCHY OF SPACE

The most important features of the Shel-
ter include the timber-lamela walls, the 
suspended bridge, the skylights, and the 

roman ruins.

The three buildings descend in impor-
tance due to size and proximity to the 

entrance.



AXIAL PROGRESSION

Strong primary axis for the 
modern building based on the 
suspended bridge that travers-

es all three buildings

Secondary axes come into play 
when considering the entranc-
es utilized during the roman 

times

ANCIENT AXIS

MODERN AXIS



MOVEMENT
Two types of movement repre-

sented in the space:

Modern movement is more 
dense on the suspended bridge 
axis and circulates close to the 

roman ruins

Ancient movement is less struc-
tured; it appears as a jumble in 

the interior of the roman ruins

ANCIENT MOVEMENT

MODERN MOVEMENT



site Map

The Roman ruins lie 
on the outkirts of town, 
which is a contrast to the 
height of the Roamn em-
pire, when the buildings 
were at the city center



SOUND

The material of the walls 
allows the sounds from the 
city surrounding the build-
ing to filter through but not 

at full volume. 

INDUSTRIAL

RESIDENTIAL



WIND

The material used for the exteri-
or walls of the shelter allows air 
to flow through more easily than 

most buildings. 

The timber-lamella of the walls 
emulates the rocks used for the 
walls of the roman ruins, which 
also allow some amount of air 

through.



light diagRaM: contrast between the direct light from the skylights and the wash of color allowed by the timber-lamela

Wall section: similar amount of light, wind, and sound allowed through the timber-lamela versus the Roman ruins



INTERIOR VS EXTERIOR

The timber-lamela used on the 
walls of the Zumthor building 
incite an open, airy feeling, very 
different from what one expects 
when entering an enclosed space.

On the other hand, when moving 
between the buildings, the con-
necting bridge-pathways are com-
pletely solid and allow no light 
through. Although technically on 
the exterior of the building, the 
bridges feel more like the interior.



final Model: scaled model of the largest building; used to study light, relationship to Roman ruins, 
structural elements

final site Model: shows the context of the buildings in relation to the rest of the city; three different 
types of buildings including residences, factories, and office buildings are represented along with the foot of 
the mountain behind the ruins; no roads were shown in order to allow Roman past to show through into the 
Swiss future


