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Introduction

When architects talk about the “feel” of a building, they are often referring to the atmosphere that the structure

creates. This atmosphere is not merely the sum of its walls, roof, and windows; it is a complex interplay of light,

sound, texture, and the way objects are arranged within a space. Among the architects who have mastered this art,

Peter Zumthor stands out as a master of crafting intimate, sensory environments that resonate with both the built

form and its surroundings. In this article, we will explore how Zumthor creates atmospheres and architectural

environments that surround objects, delving into his philosophy, key projects, and the techniques that give his work

its distinctive character.

Peter /Zumthor: A Brief Overview

Peter Zumthor, born in 1953 in Saarbrücken, Germany, is renowned for his meticulous attention to detail and his

commitment to material honesty. After studying architecture at the Technical University of Karlsruhe and the

University of Stuttgart, he worked with the Dutch architect OMA before establishing his own practice in 1990.

Though his portfolio includes a variety of building types—museums, churches, hotels, and thermal baths—what

unites them is an unwavering focus on creating spaces that engage all the senses.

Zumthor’s work is often described as “architecture as experience.” He believes that architecture should not merely

serve functional needs but should also evoke emotions, memories, and a sense of place. This philosophy is evident

in his approach to the atmospheres of architectural environments surrounding objects, where every element—from

the texture of a stone wall to the placement of a single sculpture—contributes to a cohesive sensory narrative.

The Essence of Atmospheres in Zumthor’s Architecture

Materiality and Sensory Perception

For Zumthor, the choice of material is foundational to the atmosphere of a space. He favors natural materials—

stone, timber, concrete, and glass—because they carry inherent textures and colors that evolve over time. In the 

Therme Valsin Switzerland, he used local stone and volcanic rock to create a tactile experience that feels both

grounded and otherworldly. The roughness of the stone walls contrasts with the smoothness of the thermal water,

creating a dynamic sensory dialogue.

He also pays close attention to how materials age. A wall that has weathered over decades can develop a patina

that adds depth to the atmosphere. This long-term perspective means that the building’s atmosphere is not static; it

transforms as the materials interact with the environment.

Light as a Design Tool

Light is perhaps the most powerful instrument Zumthor uses to shape atmosphere. He is famous for his ability to 

manipulate natural light to create specific moods. In the Kunsthaus Bregenz, for instance, he uses a carefully

engineered skylight to filter daylight through a series of perforated panels, producing a soft, diffused glow that



changes with the time of day. This light is not merely illuminating; it is a living component that interacts with the

surrounding objects, such as the sculptures and artworks, adding layers of meaning.

In addition to natural light, Zumthor also considers artificial lighting. He prefers low-intensity, warm-toned fixtures

that enhance the material qualities of surfaces without overpowering them. This subtle lighting strategy ensures

that the atmosphere remains intimate and contemplative.

Sound and Silence

Sound—or the lack of it—is another critical element in Zumthor’s architectural language. He designs spaces that 

encourage quiet reflection by controlling acoustics meticulously. In the Church of St. John in Basel, he uses a

combination of stone, timber, and acoustic panels to absorb unwanted noise while allowing the natural

reverberation of spoken words and music. The result is a space that feels both open and enveloping, where the

surrounding objects—such as altar pieces and stained glass—are heard as much as they are seen.

Silence, in Zumthor’s view, is not absence but presence. It creates a canvas onto which the senses can project their

own interpretations, making the atmosphere of a space highly personal.

Architectural Environments Surrounding Objects

Case Study: Therme Vals

The Therme Vals is a thermal spa that exemplifies Zumthor’s mastery of atmosphere. The building is constructed

from local stone, and its walls are intentionally left unplastered to preserve the natural texture. The spa’s thermal

pools are surrounded by stone benches and a minimalist design that encourages visitors to focus on the warmth of

the water and the surrounding environment.

The architecture surrounds the thermal objects—baths, showers, and steam rooms—by creating a layered spatial

experience. The transition from the cold stone exterior to the warm interior is gradual, mediated by a series of

terraces and cloisters that filter light and sound. The result is an atmosphere that feels both healing and

contemplative.

Case Study: Kunsthaus Bregenz

In the Kunsthaus Bregenz, Zumthor reimagined a former cinema into a contemporary art museum. He preserved

the original brick façade while introducing a glass atrium that serves as a light conduit. The surrounding objects—

artworks, sculptures, and installations—are positioned to take advantage of the changing light conditions.

The museum’s interior is organized around a central nave that acts as a “spatial organ,” where each gallery feels

like a distinct organ pipe. The surrounding objects are placed in such a way that they become part of a larger

sensory narrative, each contributing to the overall atmosphere of the space.

Case Study: The Church of St. John in Basel

Zumthor’s design for the Church of St. John in Basel is a study in acoustic and visual atmosphere. The church’s

interior is composed of a series of stone walls that are intentionally rough and uneven, creating a sense of

movement and depth. The surrounding objects—such as the altar, the baptismal font, and the stained glass—are

placed to interact with the light and sound in a way that enhances the spiritual atmosphere.

The use of natural light filtered through the stained glass creates a dynamic play of color and shadow. The

surrounding objects are designed to be both functional and symbolic, reinforcing the overall atmosphere of

reverence and contemplation.



Zumthor’s Approach to Surrounding Objects

Designing for Context

Zumthor’s design process begins with a deep understanding of the context. He studies the climate, the topography,

and the cultural history of the site. This research informs the way he places objects within the space, ensuring that

each element feels integral rather than superimposed.

For example, in the Therme Vals, the placement of the thermal pools takes into account the surrounding mountains

and the direction of the sun. The pools are positioned to capture the light at different times of the day, creating a

shifting atmosphere that reflects the natural rhythms of the environment.

Integration of Natural Elements

Zumthor often incorporates natural elements—such as plants, water, and stone—into his designs. These elements

are not merely decorative; they serve to create a harmonious relationship between the built environment and the

natural world.

In the Kunsthaus Bregenz, for instance, a series of green walls and indoor gardens are integrated into the gallery

spaces. These natural elements interact with the surrounding objects, creating an atmosphere that feels alive and

evolving.

Minimalism and Detail

Minimalism is a hallmark of Zumthor’s style, but it is not about emptiness; it is about intentionality. Each object

placed within the architectural environment is carefully chosen for its material, texture, and spatial impact.

The church’s altar, for example, is a simple wooden cross that is positioned to become a focal point in the light. The

surrounding objects—such as the baptismal font and the pulpit—are designed to complement the altar, creating a

cohesive atmosphere that supports the spiritual experience.

Creating Atmospheres: Techniques and Strategies

•  Material Honesty: Using materials in their natural state to preserve texture and color.

•  Light Management: Designing skylights, windows, and artificial lighting to create dynamic atmospheres.

•  Acoustic Design: Employing stone, timber, and acoustic panels to control sound.

•  Contextual Placement: Positioning objects to harmonize with the site’s geography and climate.

•  Minimalist Detailing: Selecting objects that enhance rather than clutter the space.

•  Temporal Evolution: Designing atmospheres that change over time with light, weather, and material aging.

How Zumthor’s Philosophy Influences Contemporary Architecture

Peter Zumthor’s emphasis on atmosphere has had a ripple effect across the architectural world. Contemporary

architects are increasingly focusing on the sensory experience of a space rather than just its functional aspects.

The concept of “architectural atmospheres” has become a key criterion in evaluating design quality, especially in

cultural and public buildings.

His work also challenges architects to think beyond the building envelope and consider the relationship between

the interior, the surrounding objects, and the natural environment. This holistic approach encourages a more

sustainable and human-centered design practice.

In addition, Zumthor’s meticulous attention to detail has inspired a new generation of architects to value



craftsmanship and material integrity. His projects serve as case studies in how architecture can be both functional

and deeply experiential.

Conclusion

Peter Zumthor’s work demonstrates that architecture can be more than a set of functional spaces; it can be a living,

breathing atmosphere that envelops and enriches the objects it surrounds. By carefully selecting materials,

manipulating light and sound, and positioning objects with intentionality, Zumthor creates environments that

resonate with the senses and the soul. His approach to architectural atmospheres has not only produced some of

the most celebrated buildings of our time but also set a new standard for how architects can design spaces that

truly feel alive.

As we continue to explore the intersection of architecture, environment, and human experience, Zumthor’s legacy

reminds us that the most profound architectural achievements arise when form, material, and atmosphere converge

in harmonious dialogue. Whether you are a design professional, a student, or simply an enthusiast, the lessons

embedded in his work offer invaluable insights into creating spaces that go beyond the ordinary and touch the

essence of what it means to inhabit a place.
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