
117116

Silver Surfaces,  
Deep Images: 
Hans Danuser’s  
Photography  
and Peter Zumthor’s 
Architecture 

Philip Ursprung

In the mid-1980s, a lucky star stood over the Bündner Kunstmuseum. Beat Stutzer, who had 
recently become director, invited Hans Danuser, who was just over thirty and still little known, 
to present his first solo exhibition. This exhibition, held in 1985 and titled Drei Fotoserien (Three 
Photo Series), marked the beginning of the photographer Danuser’s career as an artist.1 It also 
contributed to reopening the doors of the art world to the medium of photography, which, as an 
applied art, had long been moving in the shadows of the great genres since those doors were 
closed after a brief phase of exchange in the period of the classical avant-gardes. And, thanks to 
the meeting of Danuser and Peter Zumthor, it marked the beginning of a new type of architectural 
photography that would shape the image of Swiss architecture in the years that followed. Danus-
er had set himself the task—these days it would be called “artistic research”—of creating within 
ten years a kind of visual encyclopedia of themes that polarized the public at the time: namely, 
nuclear energy, gene technology, and money. The project, entitled Wirtschaft, Industrie, Wissen-
schaft und Forschung (Economy, Industry, Science, and Research), took him through Switzerland 
and to France and the United States, with support from scholarships.2 In 1989, he concluded the 
project with an extensive exhibition at the Aargauer Kunsthaus in Aarau entitled In Vivo, and a 
monograph.3

Among the visitors to the exhibition Drei Fotoserien were Annalisa and Peter Zumthor, who had 
been running their own architectural firm in Haldenstein since 1980. Danuser’s quasi-forensic 
look at the details of nuclear power plants and laboratories for genetic research presumably 
spoke to Zumthor’s experience working in the cantonal historical preservation department in 
Chur in the 1970s, where he had conducted inventories of villages and recorded fragments of 
former buildings. Danuser’s sensitivity to atmospheric interiors and eye for the textures and sur-
faces of concrete walls, tile floors, and metal surely aroused the interest of an architect who 
designs buildings from the inside out, and whose projects aim to make the invisible visible and 
to bring the latent to light. Danuser’s method of not reducing the complexity of phenomena to 
an image but rather breaking it down into a wealth of fragments resembled his own analytical 
understanding of design and his view of space as something discontinuous. And, finally, as an ar-
chitect who was pursuing the goal of architectonic autonomy he surely had respect for this young 
photographer who had chosen to set himself an ambitious task, rather than just to perform tasks  
for others.

A little later, when Zumthor was invited by the director of the Architekturgalerie Luzern to 
present his own first solo exhibition, he asked Danuser to photograph three of his buildings. The 
architectural photography common at the time did not conform to his idea of what constituted 
adequate representation. In his own words: “The illustrations of architecture in journals were 
repellent to us—as if the camera with its wide-angle lens was opening its jaws wide in order to 
record as much information as possible. The whole character of the building was lost in the pro-
cess.”4 Zumthor gave Danuser a free hand and guaranteed him autonomy. Danuser accepted the 
invitation and in 1987 and 1988 he photographed the buildings with a medium-format camera and 
black-and-white film: the Zumthor studio in Haldenstein (1986), two protective structures for the 
excavations of Roman finds in Chur (1986), and the nearly finished Sogn Benedetg chapel in Sum-
vitg (consecrated in September 1988). This resulted in three series of square, black-and-white 
photographs. They were shown in October 1988 in the exhibition Partituren und Bilder: Architek-
tonische Arbeiten aus dem Atelier Peter Zumthor, 1985–1988 (Scores and Images: Architectonic 
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Works from the Atelier of Peter Zumthor) at the Architekturgalerie Luzern and then in the summer 
of 1989 at the Architekturgalerie Graz, and published in catalog form.5 They were published in 
November 1989 in the journal Domus, in Ottagono in 1990, and in Du in 1992.6 Twenty years later, 
they were reprinted in the book Seeing Zumthor: Images by Hans Danuser.7

Zumthor had decided to exhibit the photographs in Lucerne in parallel with the project draw-
ings of his buildings, which he compared to musical scores: “With their high degree of abstrac-
tion, they are the most precise depiction of the architectonic composition and the binding basis 
for its execution. Except that what is not in this score is left open to performance practice and 
to the interpretation of the performer.” He understood the photographs to be “images of works 
performed according to these scores,” formulated in the “artistic language of the photographer 
Hans Danuser.” Thus he did not understand them as documentation, but rather as a kind of inter-
pretation or commentary. In his words: “He speaks in this language about our performances.”8

Knowing that his photographs would be presented together with the drawings and would there-
fore not have to shoulder the burden of representation in and of themselves expanded Danuser’s 
latitude. Whereas his earlier works had been carried out, as he put it, “in the laboratory,” now he 
could conduct an “experiment in the field” and “expose them to life.”9 The methodology that had 
already been vaguely outlined in Drei Fotoserien—namely, the representation of abstract themes 
by means of architecture—was now made concrete with reference to three specific edifices. In 
essence, the photographs of Zumthor’s buildings continue on from the images of the laboratories 
and power plants and are thus closely related to the In Vivo cycle. Just as Danuser—when pho-
tographing the nuclear power plants—deliberately ignored the cliché of the iconic cooling tower, 
instead photographing a sequence of diverse interiors in the plants, here he dispensed with the 
then-common reduction of architecture to a single photograph showing the building together 
with its surroundings. Instead, he concentrated primarily on the interiors and made a series of 
photographs of each of the three buildings.10

For example, no one looking at the photographs of the Zumthor studio can tell what the building 
looks like from outside, where it is located, how large it is, or of what material it is made. No 
photograph shows its now famous facade with its characteristic slat structure. The images do, 
however, enable viewers to visualize the thought processes of the architects, to follow the play of 
light and shadows on the floor, and to admire a wall decorated by Matthias Spescha. Viewers can 
put themselves in the place of the architects and sense that perhaps some ideas are found not 
when working at the drafting table but rather when standing on the stair landing, looking out the 
window, or daydreaming in front of a wall.

Danuser took two exterior photographs of the protective structures, but they are so far re-
moved from the conventions of architectural photography that viewers cannot determine their 
urban context or their dimensions. The volumes of the buildings stand out against the meadow, 
which appears white because of overexposure, and a bright background, as if they were floating 
between heaven and earth like a fata morgana. The bridge connecting two buildings in another 
photograph recalls, in turn, an oversized camera bellows. It almost looks as if the camera itself is 
reflected in the architecture. The photograph of the space that rises up above the barely percep-
tible remains of the excavation resembles the image of a giant camera obscura into which day-
light is penetrating, and which projects images of the outside world. And the photograph of the 

pitch-black corridor leading across a bridge to the front door looks like the interior of a camera: a 
mechanism with a mysterious black rectangle lying in its area of focus.

In the Caplutta Sogn Benedetg, too, the camera traces a photographic space within the architec-
ture, for example in the image which shows where the bearing structure connects with the outer 
shell. Without the caption, it would be impossible to identify this as part of the chapel. Danuser’s 
photograph shows the metal pins connecting the wooden supports to the wooden shell. They 
are what makes the interior seem like a sound box, since the viewer gets the impression that the 
outer spatial membrane has almost been suspended in the air. This makes manifest a theme 
that characterizes Zumthor’s oeuvre: a space created entirely from surfaces. Zumthor painted 
the inside of the shell silver because he wanted to create, as he put it, a “silver wall.”11 This has 
the effect of dematerializing, in a sense, the surface of the wood and making the space seem 
deeper. (Several years earlier Herzog & de Meuron had employed a comparable method for their 
Blaues Haus [Blue House], in which the blue seems to plunge the viewers into a color space.) With 
regard to the relationship between architecture and photography, this shot is central because it 
functions like a hinge between the two genres. The silver surface of the wooden membrane cor-
responds to the silver surface of the photographic paper. Just as the silver paint causes the wood 
to shine, produces an illusion of depth, and reinforces the atmospheric spatial effect, the silver 
surface of the photographic paper lends depth to the photographic image. Danuser used black-
and-white negatives, not color negatives, yet the silver surface of the black-and-white paper is not 
completely planar but rather forms a kind of highly delicate relief from the structure of the silver 
crystals. It takes on an almost infinite gradation of shades of gray and to the viewers appears 
multicolored, because the facets of the silver crystals reflect the natural light.

Danuser treats the exterior photographs of Sogn Benedetg as if the building stood within an 
interior space. He turns his back on the view onto the Surselva. A layer of fog closes the space, 
and the placement of the chapel in the upper part of the image makes the pictorial space seem 
planar. The steep meadow is punctuated by boulders, which testify to the rawness of the natural 
forces in the mountains and remind us that the previous building, located just a stone’s throw 
away, was destroyed by an avalanche in 1984. But the chapel, too, looks like a foreign body in 
its surroundings. It fits with its surroundings neither typologically (most chapels in the moun-
tains are stone) nor formally (its tube-like shape, viewed from below, more closely resembles a 
tower than a sacred building). It is therefore unsurprising that the monastery remained skeptical 
and granted the building permission “without conviction” after the competition had been won, as 
Zumthor remarks in retrospect.12

Another exterior photograph makes it clear that the building is not round, but neither does 
it fully reveal the teardrop ground plan. It shows a pasture fence and gives the viewers a sense 
of the sparseness of the resources available in the mountain region. By showing a detail of the 
new building next to the fence and allowing its concrete foundation to loom up into the image, 
Danuser not only prevents any nostalgic evocation of a supposedly ideal, preindustrial world but 
also shines a light on the leitmotif of work—whether industrially organized or preindustrial. He re-
lates the built concrete to the way the fence and chapel were produced. The unfinished branches 
rammed in and the pieces of bark inserted between them are waste products of the lumber in-
dustry, from the production of boards or shingles, for example, like those that protect the chapel’s 
exterior wall from weathering.
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A similarly subtle look at production is also provided by the details of the floor, which Danuser 
photographed before and after the pews were installed. They reveal that although small, inex-
pensive boards are used, their ornamental grain and variation improve the aesthetic effect of 
the interior. Danuser puts materials and work processes center stage—and for that reason, with 
a few photographs he is able to say more about Zumthor’s method as an architect than any 
text that makes hasty mention of his training as a carpenter. In addition, he thus reinforces the 
impression that the landscape in which the chapel is located is at least in part made by human 
beings. Danuser’s analytical approach brings together the economic conditions of agriculture 
and the building on the same level of representation. Both photographs show the building not 
against the backdrop of an aesthetic landscape but rather as part of the concrete surroundings  
of the rural.

The camera brings the surfaces very close, as if it wanted to draw a connection between the space 
of the architecture and the space of the camera, and as if it conceived of the architecture not as a 
closed-off space, but rather as a starting point from which the camera can expand into the imagi-
nary realm, thus extending the architecture further. The pictorial space and the built space collide 
on the surface of the photograph. The meeting between Danuser and Zumthor brings out a poten-
tial in both that had not been clearly perceivable previously. The architectonic quality that is made 
manifest in Danuser’s sequences of photographs is not a mere motif, but rather an embodiment 
of his method of creating spaces with the camera. The photographic quality in Zumthor’s build-
ings, in turn, is not limited to the theme of the camera obscura but also pertains to the way light 
falls on surfaces and how the outside is transferred to the inside. Danuser’s camera discovers 
its mirror image wherever it turns, or rather, it projects elements of photography onto Zumthor’s 
architecture. In Danuser’s photographs, Zumthor sees elements of architecture in a form he was 
unable to perceive previously. That may explain why the architect was moved by looking at the 
photographs in Danuser’s studio “spread out on the floor and hung on the walls.” That is to say, 
organized in space. In his words: “The photographs were … powerful. It was so beautiful that I 
had tears in my eyes. These beautiful, deep-black-and-white photographs in these bright and dark 
shades of gray not only met my expectations but exceeded them.”13

Their collaboration on the 1988 exhibition was deliberately planned by Zumthor and Danuser as 
a one-time experiment, and Danuser has not taken pictures commissioned by Zumthor since. 
But their encounter led to a fundamental change in the conventions of architectural photography. 
Danuser’s way of depicting Zumthor’s architecture influenced its reception. Just as anyone who 
has ever seen the photographs that Hans Namuth took in 1950 of Jackson Pollock painting in 
his studio will almost involuntarily associate his paintings with the images of their production, 
so too are Danuser’s photographs interwoven with Zumthor’s work. He chose a personal inter-
pretation rather than a neutral documentation. And rather than reducing the phenomena to a 
photograph, he broke them down perspectivally into their individual parts, as if in a short film that 
subdivides the object into sequences and shows it from different angles. These fragments permit 
the viewers to construct the architecture in their imagination. This fruitful relationship between 
architecture and photography had been made possible because the borders between the two 
genres had been temporarily relaxed. Zumthor, who was trying to make the move from landmark 
preservation to architecture, temporarily put responsibility in the hands of an artist. Danuser, in 

turn, who had just turned from a photographer into an artist, agreed to do commissioned work  
for a time.

A decade later, however, Danuser would again engage with Zumthor’s work, this time at the invi-
tation of Fritz Hauser. The musician had composed Sounding Stones for Therme Vals: a sound 
composition played on sounding stones that is heard on infinite loop in the spa’s relaxation 
rooms. Hauser asked Danuser to take photographs for the CD. Hélène Binet had already pho-
tographed the spa, which opened in 1996, and her photographs contributed to Zumthor’s inter-
national breakthrough. Danuser was therefore not the first to approach the building from the 
perspective of photography. But as had already been the case with the three buildings ten years 
earlier, he used the opportunity to experiment with photography’s ability to show the invisible—
this time, sound and music. Zumthor’s metaphor of the “score” echoes in this new project, but 
in contrast to the 1988 exhibition, the photographs were displayed on their own, with no project 
drawings placed next to them.

The nine-part series Peter Zumthor: Therme Vals (1998) is methodologically linked to the se-
ries produced ten years earlier. As already in that first encounter, Danuser approached his object 
with a series of photographs of the interior—including one group of five photographs—and once 
again the exterior was left out. He visited the spa several times in different seasons. One of the 
visits coincided with a modification to the pool, during which the water was drained. In order to 
obtain the most uniform interior lighting possible, the skylights were also covered with tarps.14 
Danuser did not photograph the room where Sounding Stones is heard. Instead, he presents the 
entire main room of the spa as a hermetically closed space or as a labyrinth of rooms. Just as 
visitors to the spa can never get a view of the entire space and can sometimes get lost, Danuser 
offers no overview or orientation but instead fragments the building into numerous spatial im-
pressions. And just as the visitors to the bath are always surrounded by the gurgling, splashing, 
and dripping of the water and of course by the sounds they make themselves, and can give them-
selves over to the illusion that they can hear the echo of the water gurgling inside the mountain, 
Danuser interprets the interior as a kind of sound box in stone.

In several photographs, we see the traces of water left behind on the floor by bathers. In the 
photograph of the stairs, small puddles have been left behind on one step. The viewers imagine 
filling the empty pool. The absence of water is not perceived as a flaw but rather further under-
scores the scenographic effect of the building. The series inevitably recalls the stage sets of 
Adolphe Appia from the early twentieth century, with their steps and landings, or the light instal-
lations of James Turrell undertaken since the 1960s. As in the photograph sequences from 1988, 
the camera seeks out an affinity with the interior in the spa, for example, in the form of the light 
that penetrates the gap in the concrete ceiling and shines on the gneiss slabs that serve as wall 
panels. The role played by the silver wall in the photographs of the chapel—that of an interface 
between the architectonic and the photographic space—is here played by this gneiss surface. 
The grayish blue, slightly sparkling color of the stone is translated by Danuser into many nuanc-
esof gray.

Danuser continued this theme after 2000 in the three Erosion cycles. The surface of the rocks 
corresponds to the surface of the photographs placed on the floor like objects. The images fix the 
ever-changing surface of the rocks in the topology of the photograph surfaces, but at the same 
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time they themselves become objects that can be experienced spatially as the viewers move 
around them in the room. With Schiefertafel Beverin (Beverin Slate Slab) of 2001, Danuser risked 
the move into the medium of architecture. A plaza made of slate slabs serves as a platform and 
a meeting place for the Beverin psychiatric clinic. Whereas the photographs function as a contin-
uation of the built space, the built space now extends the imaginary spaces of photography. The 
silver surfaces and deep images have produced a concrete, built entity.
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