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Architectural traffic between Britain and the avant-eco building scene of Vorarlberg, Austria remains low, if no longer bordering on the non-existent. In the UK there is awareness now of where Vorarlberg is on the map, and the kind of lower tech, timber architecture, expressed in rather severe Miesian-received modernist forms, that is the scenes sustainable architectural calling card. Quite a few of the more committed UK sustainable oriented architectural practices, as well as some university dept’s have journeyed over for study visits, even if, as one long in the tooth Vorarlberger architectural promoter put it a few years back, “they always visit the same, obvious buildings.” 

There’s also knowledge of Vorarlberg’s holistic, closed loop approach to building; local municipalities directly funding public projects, such as community centres, fire stations, kindergarten’s and art and music centres, often with timber owned by the very same communities, to relatively – passivhaus standard became legally binding for all public buildings as of January 1st 2009 – rigorous eco-building regulatory standards. Visits may also have taken in well known sustainable building examples; Hermann Kaufmann’s Ludesch Community Centre, CukrowiczNachbaur’s Hittisau fire-station-culture centre or DietrichUntertrifaller’s first ever passivhaus secondary school in Klaus. This might also be complemented by memories of journeying through Vorarlberg’s scenic back country, the Bregenzerwald, passing timber-yards stacked high with glulam and clt, and villages with small carpentry firms, that remain central to the regions building culture, amidst the rolling hills and valleys, before the mountainous Alps proper. 

This awareness is a change of sorts, although as an outline it is also becoming fast outdated. On a recent visit, which took in the bi-annual TRI sustainable architecture and building conference, two clear new paths in Vorarlberg’s architectural journey highlighted, arguably opening a new chapter to Vorarlberg’s architectural scene.

First, two high profile projects, each out of the ordinary, will likely bring renewed international attention of sorts this year, as well as renewed talk of Vorarlberg innovation. The first by the Hermann Kaufmann Bureau - well known continentally as one of Europe’s leading timber architects - is Life Cycle Tower ONE (LCT ONE) currently being completed on the outskirts of Dornbirn, the states largest town. The eight-storey timber-concrete hybrid office prototype was funded by a Vorarlberg development company and sets the scene for the next steps in timber hi-rise as it is technically designed for 30 plus storeys. Divided into a concrete core lift and stairwell, and timber open plan floors for office use, using a new 8.1m x 2.7m pre-fabricated timber-concrete element system, this part of the building went up in two weeks, and build time has been halved. Built to passivhaus standards, overall it’s estimated LCTONE will achieve a 90% energy reduction. If some may be hoping Dornbirn will become a mecca for timber hi rise the commercial reasoning is surely that timber towers will take off in larger city and urban districts, determined by legal requirements to move towards zero energy compact living.

The other project which will also surely beget media attention is a new centre for the Bregenzerwald carpentry organisation, Werkraum Bregenzerwald by Peter Zumthor. Zumthor has had a long-running working relationship with Vorarlberg’s rural craftsmen since collaborating on some of the interior seating for his Bregenz Kunsthaus. While the Werkraum Bregenzerwald isn’t a sustainable project as such, the focus on carpentry, which the centre aims to highlight, clearly relates to carpentry’s continuing central position in how Vorarlberg positions its sustainability identity.

There are a few, including Dominique Gauzin-Muller, the French sustainability writer - whose recent L’architecture ecologique du Vorarlberg is the most comprehensive, albeit untranslated, overview of the regions sustainable architectural culture - who suggest that these two new buildings mark the beginning of a new experimental phase for Vorarlberg after a long period of architectural consolidation. Others are more sceptical and wonder what sort of changes these projects will precipitate.

The second clear development is how the younger, third and arguably fourth, generations of Vorarlberg architects are moving onto larger, more demanding and ambitious projects, alongside changes in the landscape of Vorarlberg’s building ecology. They are among about 700 architects, and 200 practices, out of a population of 360, 000, mainly working within the flat Rheintal valley, a higher than average architect to population ratio for a semi-rural region, one reason for its pan-continental architectural reputation. Three years ago when writing on this new architectural generation, complaints about not being able to get onto the first rungs on the competition ladder were ubiquitous. (see ‘What Vorarlberg did next’ on Fourth Door’s Unstructured web-magazine /www.unstructured.co.uk) in the interim years, this has subsided with most of the various practices all now working on larger, and generally, public projects. 

Of the two best known, MarteMarte, while completely able to design, say, to passivhaus standards, are not identified along sustainable practice lines. This leaves CukrowiczNachbaur Architekten, who are in the process of a major rebuild of Vorarlberg’s state museum, opening next year and moving the Bregenz practice up several notches. A good, recent, hybrid, example of their careful, minimalist, timber aesthetic is Rothis music centre. With a Douglas fir shingle and Siberian larch façade, the music centre was originally to be all-timber. Problems with acoustics and insulation turned it into a hybrid build, with glulam interior beams and interior detailing, and secondary steel beams and concrete. A second example is Wolfurt village biomass facility, a dumb, if rustic, box, the façade lined with local unsawn waste-wood, masking interior glass and concrete for housing the biomass burning machinery. A first technical building for the practice, the energy centre is also fed excess heat piped from an adjacent industrial park factory. 

Alongside these two practices, contemporary and younger practices are also moving on to larger and different practices. For instance Christoph Kalb and Phillipp Bechtold, trading as, Architekturwerk are starting on a new school in Graz, the first Austrian school to use more Scandinavian pedagogical approaches, with adaptable, open spaces. Other practices include Matthias Hein, who has split from his erstwhile partner Juri Troy, Bernardo Bader and FinkThurner who have all produced or are in the midst of completing schools, public housing, fire stations and other public buildings. 

None of these younger practices are as evangelical about timber as Hermann Kaufmann; “For Hermann wood is holy,” said Gauzin-Muller. “You can see this in his detailing, where both CukrowiczNachbaur and Matthias Hein wouldn’t try and detail a concrete slab with timber.” Kaufmann himself, talks of how he aims to balance more commercial work with research, the timber-concrete panelling being a good example of his work to develop timber prefabricated sections, while the bureau’s recent Sutterluty supermarket building in Weiler, profiles how larger timber building typologies have become the norm. Kaufmann also initiated the Building With Wood; Pathways to the Future exhibition over the winter in Munich, as part of his timber architecture professorship at the Technical University. It was the most successful in the history of Munich’s architecture museum, its opening venue, and is booked up until 2014. In the state itself, new timber buildings are completed with striking regularity, bringing regional and occasional international attention. For those interested a look at the Vorarlberg Holzbau Kunst and its annual prizes, provide a helpful overview www.holzbau-kunst.at. Residential buildings continue apace, including one showcased during TRI. Energie Institute researcher and architect Martin Brunn opened his almost ready home, which along with clt paneling, applies straw infill for insulation. Its performance is to be extensively monitored by the Dornbirn based research centre. By contrast, public commissions appear to be drying up. “All the public buildings have been built,” says Marina Hammerle, director of the Vorarlberg Architektur Institute. Matthias Hein notes how the majority of the state’s 100 fire-stations are complete, similarly reflected across other public buildings, the exception being a small number of kindergarten’s and primary school commissions. There’s also the question of how extensively the current generation are pushing both sustainability and timber boundaries. At TRI, the Energie Institute’s Helmut Krapmeier, remarked on how, while architects travel from different parts of Europe to attend the conference, Vorarlberg architects are thin on the ground. “They believe the media version of Vorarlberg,” stated Krapmeier, looking at me, before adding how he thinks local expertise and knowledge are becoming outdated. Kaufmann agrees to an extent, although emphasising the situation is complicated. If technical competence remains high, at times I felt that the region’s pragmatism influences a lack of curiosity in experiment and research. Vorarlberg’s architectural scene may be on the cusp of a new, experimental chapter, but an injection of new energy would help – an architecture school, for instance – propel this younger generation towards comparable unknown terrain which the earlier Baukunstler generation built their reputations on.

