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in Flims. Duringsummers, the young student 
and his brother Guido dismantled all kinds of 
elements which successive refurbishments 
had added to the house: floor and wall 
coverings, decorative paint, trimmings... and 
a large part of the interior layout as well as 
the garden. They wanted  to bring the house 
back to its original form, as depicted in old 
images that they had kept. As the works 
progressed, they encountered opposition 
from the neighbours, who considered them a 
provocation, an excessively modern design. 
His natural liking for controversy and for 
action against popular trends led Olgiati to 
stay in Flims and try to transform the whole 
area, piece by piece.

Olgiati experimented with his own house, 
the ‘birthplace’ to which, as Bachelard 
suggests, he returned to recall original 
feelings and gestures. Throughout his life 
he stored objects and antique and modern 
furniture in the barn, repairing them and 
using them in his works. From his own 
perceptive experience he developed and 
perfected a language that was personal and 
identifiable, but based on universal concepts 
that could to produce the same feelings in 
any observer. The houses built over fifty years 
of work are composed of a few architectural 
elements, and reflect the same intention. 
They transcend their physical properties, 
transforming into a territory for the intimacy, 
memory and senses of each inhabitant, just as 
his home had become for him.

We will try to analyse some of these 
composition elements through Olgiati’s own 
reflections, and to extract aspects that would 
bring us closer to the emotional dimension 
they were trying to achieve.

The shell

The house always began as an outline in 
drawings, which the architect made and 
broke, agile and firm. It was a protracted 
beginning, with no clear order, without trying 
to respond to the functional program, but 
rather intending to find the form of the place, 
to select a part of the natural environment, in 
a sculptural sense. The exterior walls, planes 
cut out of the landscape, are expressed as 
canvases, which wrap around themselves 
to isolate a fraction of the territory, already 
subject to the laws of geometry and gravity..

“If you do not want to house people in cubic, 
sharp-edged spaces, such as the floors of a 
high-rise building, try to isolate an ideal area 
from the rest of the environment, and turn 
it into the Sesame. Doing this is a pleasure 
for the architect, especially in an unpleasant 
environment”.6

A shell embedded in the ground that delimits 
a place chosen and shaped by both man and 
nature, the primitive refuge. Olgiati proposes 
a cave upon the ground. The roof is placed 
sunk between the walls, like a folded sheet 
in the colour of the shadow, merged with the 
mountains, and ends up shaping the interior 
space, definitively attached to the slope. 
There are no eaves or copings on the wall, nor 
are there any shadows cast on its surface. The 
piece is cut cleanly against the atmosphere, 

and the volume decided by the architect 
emerges as a crystalline rock [Fig. 04]. 

“Light, along with föhn7 and snow, is often 
unbearably blinding in the mountains”.8

The holes that connect it to the outside are 
drawn from inside out. The light reflected 
on the snow, the hot and drying wind that 
descends from the summit, the free space of 
the garden in the sun, the views of the valley, 
the emgagement with the nearby houses or 
the arrival path, are modulated and directed 
from the interior space. A variety of openings 
with different proportions and shapes are 
spontaneously distributed within the shell. 

For Olgiati, the sun and light are not treated 
in the same way. In winter, white glare is 
annoying, but the sun is necessary indoors. 
However, green tints the house pleasantly 
in summer, when direct radiation should be 
avoided.

The arch appears as the natural way to 
open the cave. The house’s entrance door 
and garage and the exit to the garden 
are excavated into the wall with curved 
geometries drawn specifically for each place, 
sometimes near the midpoint, sometimes 
lowered and tempered. On the entrance doors, 
the wooden carpentry, placed on the inner 
side of the wall, is carefully detailed with 
ornamental intention, mounted on geometric 
pieces, as a courtesy to the visitor waiting in 
front. In the openings towards the garden, the 
enclosure is arranged behind the arch, leaving 
a covered space that vibrates freely with the 
environment. The threshold is sized in such a 
way  that sunlight on the longest day reaches 
the point where the glazing is located. This 
is dematerialised in the shade and the garden 
looks inwards as much as the room looks 
outwards. The changing light during the day, 
and the passage of the seasons reflected in 
the garden, infinitely transform this place. It 
is a small chamber in which the light effects 
are amplified, and the sights and sounds are 
concentrated. 

The windows, eyes on the house’s shell, frame 
parts of the exterior and grade each space 
inside. If it is imposing, the house grants 
the corner and opens at that weak point, a 
gesture of admiration. On other occasions 
the opening is reduced as it goes deeper into 
the thickness of the wall, as a mechanism to 
control the intensity. The light in the interior 
is very dimmed and focused on a specific 
point in each room, with the quality of a 
standing lamp well placed within the room. 
The resulting atmosphere is, as Olgiati says, 
“the true essence of calm and richness”9.

Wall and roof continuity is broken by other 
deep and wide gaps, shaded porches between 
the garden and the interior of the house, 
sometimes supported by robust columns. 
These, hollow and moulded, slightly reduce 
their contour with height, and leave a delicate 
shadow joint with the lintel. At the mouth 
of the irregularly shaped cave embedded 
in nature, the cylindrical pillar becomes a 
geometric presence, abstract and plastic, 
beyond its strictly utilitarian nature [Fig. 06]. 
Functional elements do not diminish the 

essential character of the house. Quite the 
opposite, the constructive solutions reflect 
a mixture of efficiency and modesty, and 
the practical aspects seem to be effortlessly 
resolved. The chimney appears as another 
element within the ensemble of vertical walls, 
piercing the dark surface of the roof. A roof 
that is drained through gargoyles, expressed 
like protrusions in the shell that lead the 
slopes to the appropriate side. 

“Because a few drops of rain fall will not 
make a house less beautiful”10.

The fireplace, the stairs and the furniture

From the first drawings, Olgiati tries to think 
of the house as a set of places, each one 
with its function and its appropriate form, 
interlocked through different levels and 
stairs, drawn with spontaneity. The rooms 
are initially regular pieces, but in the course 
of the design process are deformed on plan 
and adapted to the topography to produce 
fluid connections between them and with the 
outside. The aim is to achieve the atmosphere 
described by the architect himself:

“the atmosphere in which one can really live. 
Just as a plant needs a soil and a climate, 
people need an environment that stimulates 
their imagination and in which their skills 
can develop”11.

The living spaces are arranged around 
the fireplace. Levelled with the floor, it is 
perceived as one more hole in the wall. Next 
to it, built-in seating, furnished with large 
cushions, establishes a permanent and solid 
place. In front of the fireplace, the porch, the 
arch and the deep window direct one’s view 
and modulate the light. The warm and stony 
shelter of the cave interior connects intensely 
with nature, in a way that is at the same time 
well-tempered and stimulating [Fig. 06]. 

The kitchen is directly linked to this place, 
and configured as a combination of storage 
furniture embedded in the walls with modern 
appliances, forming a compact functional 
front, always next to a space in which to sit at 
the table.

Other elements worked out on the wall 
complete the fixed furniture of the day area, 
in dialogue with the exterior and fitting out 
rooms for work, reading or music.

The layout of the staircase is complex, 
irregular, curved, or, in different sections, 
misaligned, like a route planned by nature. 
Often placed around the fireplace, the 
staircase offers an experience of movement 
and a dynamic sense in the space around it. 
You walk up and down in a magical way, not 
counting the steps, which are fused to the 
wall with the same material. A well-measured 
opening towards the landscape, books or 
objects complete and mark out the passage, 
housed in the nooks of the walls that surround 
it [Fig. 08]. 

Olgiati understands the exterior as a plastic 
form in the environment, and the interior 
as a counter-form to it. They are the result 
of one another and vice versa, without any 
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hierarchy. The outer shell poses a geometry 
that is articulated in the landscape and the 
atmosphere, but is defined from the previous 
structure of the inner space. At the same time, 
the interior is tightly carved, creating places 
which are tailored to the inhabitant and the 
function, but within the piece obtained from 
figurative principles. Like a violin case, the 
interior and exterior form are compatible with 
the object they embrace, but each one depends 
on their particular demands. 

Both are orchestrated through the skilful 
and meditated play of mass with void, which 
produces a precise choreography of light and 
shadow, inside and out. The interior of the 
house then reaches a delicate balance between 
the sense of deep and serene enclosure and 
the vivid, changing perception of nature.

The colour and the material

“Form issues cannot be solved with colours”12.

White, for Olgiati, is the absence of black. 
Any colour contains, even minimally, some 
black. This means the destruction of the 
shape, the loss of reference. If the house 
aspires to the plastic beauty of a cut crystal 
and the coherence of a calm interior, its walls 
must be white and confront the shadow of 
the gaps and the vibrant colour of nature. 
Colours cannot be used to arrange light and 
geometry, as they imply a concession to their 
opposites, darkness and chaos. In Olgiati’s 
houses the walls, built with prefabricated 
blocks, are covered with a perfect layer of 
whitewashed plaster. The roughness of other 
finishes would trap the light and dissolve the 
power of the wall. The non-porous surface of 
the paint would allow the water to slip with 
traces of dust, tarnishing the façade. However, 
lime –flexible, porous and cheap – is the right 
material. It produces a pure white that reflects 
the light and defines the forms. In addition, 
the particles of the atmosphere mix with 
water and produce, collected in the pores 
of the surface, a homogeneous patina that 
improves with time.

The roof, leaning between the white walls, is 
covered with large flat grey stone slabs from 
local quarries. The exterior floors, made of 
the same stone, extend into the garden. Cut in 
irregular shapes, the slabs are placed on the 
sloping plane without any apparent order, as if 
the refuge proposed by the walls were covered 
by the mountain itself. The roof is allied with 
the shadows of the holes and the overhangs, 
loses the folded shape that resolves the water, 
and gives way to the cubic geometries of the 
vertical planes.

The wood in the carpentry, in the structure 
of the floors and in the floorboards is treated 
with soap, without varnish. Over time, it 
acquires a grey tone and soft texture, blending 
with the colour of the stone and the outside 
environment, and producing neutral surfaces 
in the interior. Only when the floor must 
reflect the light is it painted matt white, in 
continuity with the walls.

The white and grey ambience is completed 
by textiles, blended in colour and with a 
pleasant feel. Carpets made of natural fibres 

or thick wool are laid out in the rooms, while 
felt is used in the areas of passage and stairs. 
Sofas and seat cushions by the fireplace are 
upholstered in sand-coloured linen, as are 
the curtains at the windows. Only a few 
pieces of furniture need to be added to this 
architecture: table, chairs and bed. These are 
originally antique, restored by Olgiati himself, 
or radically modern, and always inexpensive.

The calm continuity of the interiors is 
nuanced and sometimes transformed into 
movement and colour through the last 
material, light. The curtains are lined on the 
outside with coloured silk, selected walls 
in the kitchen and bathroom are covered 
with yellow, green or blue glazed ceramic. 
In a programmed succession, the rooms are 
illuminated by dyeing them with the white 
of snow, the green of the garden, the clay 
colour of the silk or the yellow of the tile, 
by means of homogeneous light that enters 
freely through the bigger holes or focused 
on chosen points by the deep windows. 
The stable and serene shelter of the cave 
presents plays of reflections and the eventual 
powerful chiaroscuro. The space vibrates 
with its different textures and tones, and then 
expresses all its capacity to attract and inspire 
[Fig. 09 y Fig.10].

The house of Olgiati, home for the senses

All the ingredients of Olgiati’s architecture 
are common and constant in many other 
architectures. But in his, they are abstracted 
from their original and usual form, and 
treated with special delicacy. Vernacular 
and classical components are transformed 
through a personal, natural language. They 
are chosen and arranged, related to each other 
and to the environment, with an exceptional 
intuition, capable of creating images, places 
and atmospheres that, without separating 
themselves from the ordinary, make them a 
comforting stimulus for the senses.

In Olgiati’s architecture, the harmonious 
combination of a limited set of elements 
produces, as in mathematics and music, an 
unlimited variety of pieces. All these houses, 
far from the trends and styles proposed by 
European architecture in his time, can be 
understood as a single composition that 
pursues a sole objective: to touch with 
emotional distinction the close, the concrete, 
and the useful, through the sensitive 
application of the universal and the abstract.

As previously suggested, this architecture 
offers perhaps a built form for the idea of 
home that Bachelard formulated around the 
same time, an idea later taken up by authors 
like Pallasmaa14. It tries to overcome the 
objectual character of the modern house and 
elevate it to the place where the mind and the 
senses also find refuge. In the analysis carried 
out, we have gained understanding of a deep 
relationship between both architectures, 
physical and philosophical. The birth house 
is the origin of experimentation, and in some 
way it is present in all the others. Olgiati’s 
intention is to build in each house a first 
intimate, humble universe, which serves as 
a threshold to nature. Where thoughts and 
memories are integrated, through the senses 

that resonate in the multiplicity of small 
spaces capable of keeping time at rest. In 
them, the inhabitant will return to childhood, 
nourished by suitable, essential materials and 
objects. They are houses that are difficult to 
describe, made up of corners intermingled in 
a gentle penumbra. Concentrated, sheltered 
in a bright white shell. Their roofs reveal 
their primitive and protective character, 
cut out against the clouds, like small castles 
embraced by the hillside. They improve with 
winter, wrapped in the white of the snow and 
the clouds. Through the deep window you 
can see a vibrant light at night. Inside, the 
fire is at the centre, and the narrow, winding 
staircase leads to the top. Olgiati aspires, as 
Bachelard suggests, to provide a home for the 
states of the soul.

“Beauty is a value for our soul. And 
architecture is responsible for that”15.
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