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Embracing naturalization and decay, the Waldhaus further 
evolves into a modern ruin. Transforming into a reservoir of 

organic growth and establishing an exclusive environment for 
a new sense of luxury amidst an unregulated landscape.

Luxury in Decay



6 7

The process of naturalization and 
decay are leaving their first traces on 
the Dolder Waldhaus. A new spatial 
order in the balance between nature 
and built transforms the structure. 
Shifting away from the triumph of 
modernist technological advance-
ments and human superiority over a 
landscape. In this extended lifespan 
of the buildings otherwise destined 
future of demolition, the site be-
comes a reservoir of organic growth 
and evolves into a unique ecosystem.

By acknowledging the current 
state of the structure and enhancing 
the natural processes through pre-
cise interventions, allowing sunlight 
and water to reach interior surfac-
es, the Waldhaus develops into a 
laboratory of nature’s reclamation. 
Where new growing conditions 
allow spontaneous vegetation to 
emerge. Their potential design role, 
their cohabitation with native plants 
and their interactions with anthro-
pogenic factors are tested. 

The disturbance of this process 
around the base, through protec-
tive borders offers secured and 
static spaces for the reintroduction 
of a boutique hotel located on the 

garden level and ground floor. Im-
mersed in an exclusive and rare 
environment of wild unregulated 
spaces, the hotel pronounces a new 
sense of luxury. The opportunity of 
the unique value of a ruin permitted 
by a contemporary society and their 
commodification of everything, 
even their own decay.

The design of these two worlds 
of ecological value and luxurious 
hospitality is developed through the 
topic of circulation. The movement 
of nature and its research is incor-
porated in the existing realms of 
guest and service flows. 

This reading of the site as a mod-
ern ruin allowed for a certain free-
dom of challenging the questions 
of use, function, and standards. The 
project addresses a different strate-
gy, other than to the classic concept 
of refurbishment, for the future of 
the Waldhaus, where behind a layer 
of cynicism a landscape can develop 
of real value, foreign to the contem-
porary urban fabric. Becoming a 
monument that refers partly to the 
temporality of human interventions 
and partly to nature’s vital regenera-
tion mechanisms.

ABSTRACT

Luxury in Decay
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Site

ADLISBERG

Along with Zürichberg, the Adlis-
berg, marks the western end of Zu-
rich’s hill chain. Shaped by the Linth 
glacier, it features conglomerate, 
sandstone, and marl layers, visible 
in ravines like Wolfbach and Klos-
bach near the Waldhaus. The land-
scape surrounding the Waldhaus 
Dolder has evolved, with forests re-
ceding and vineyards emerging. 

Adlisberg’s transformation from a 
hostile area to a romantic destina-
tion in the 19th century is exem-
plified by the Dolderpark. Villas 
and gardens now adorn the hill-
sides, preserving ecological con-
nectivity. While the forest serves  
various societal needs, it remains a 
symbol of yearning today.

The view of the lake from the forest.

Adlisberg
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top Drone image, Mar 24.
right Map of Zürich- & Adlisberg Fritschi, Emil Zürich, 1884.

Site Adlisberg
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top Proposal for new buidling plots in the Dolder Park, Archives Dolder AG, early 1900.
right Dolder Park, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.

Site Adlisberg
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top Spectators on ice rink, Archives Dolder AG, early 1900.
right Map for the building of the Waldhausstrasse, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.

Site Adlisberg
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WALDHAUS

On the threshold where the city 
transitions into forest, one encoun-
ters an architecture: the Waldhaus 
Dolder, linked to the town by its 
cable car. During the era of Alps 
exploration, establishments like 
the Dolder sought proximity to un-
tamed nature and the awe-inspir-
ing vistas of the Alps. Designed by 
Jaques Gros, the Waldhaus stands as 
Zurich’s premier Kurhaus, marking 
a significant milestone in architec-
tural history.

Construction of the Waldhaus, 
characterized by its heimatstil ar-
chitectural style, commenced in 
1894. Just a year later, it was inaugu-
rated alongside the opening of the 
Dolderbahn. However, its promi-
nence was short-lived as it was over-
shadowed by the newly constructed 
Dolder Grand in 1899, rendering 
the Waldhaus a lesser counterpart. 
However great its success allowing 
the extension in 1906, this marked 
the beginning of its decline. In 
1972, the Waldhaus, representative 
of heimatstil architecture, met its 
demise—a momentous event that 
stirred heritage protection circles. 
However, it didn’t take long to rec-
ognize the value of preserving his-
toric buildings, leading to a shift in 
perspective within a few years. This 
shift has moved further in today’s 
world, rendering every built mass as 
valuable.

The 1906 extension viewed through the forest.

Site Waldhaus
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top south elevation, 1894.
right Extension project, Archives Dolder AG, Mai 1905.

Site Waldhaus
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top Garden restaurant, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.
left Climbing plants growing up the veranda, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.

Site Waldhaus
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top Advertisement, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.
right Tiefgeflogen, Friedli Werner, 1949.

Site Waldhaus
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top Hotel Waldhaus, Archives Dolder AG, date unknown.
right Dolder Amenities, Archives dolder AG, 1946.

Site Waldhaus
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top The remains of the 1905 extension after demolition, Baumann Heinz, 1972.
left Bundesamt für Landestopografie, 1956

Site Waldhaus
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DOLDER WALDHAUS

After the first ideas during the 1950s 
in January 1975, amidst the eco-
nomic recession of the post-war 
period, a replacement building for 
the former Waldhaus Dolder was 
inaugurated. This new structure 
emerged from the planning phase 
with significant alterations, as a 
large portion of the intended hotel 
rooms were repurposed into flats 
for extended stays—a measure born 
out of necessity rather than strategy, 
serving as a desperate plan B.

Initially, architects Robert Bri-
ner and Herbert Wirth proposed 
a horizontally oriented, five-sto-
ry volume. However, this design 
failed to garner support from the 
building committee from the city of 
Zurich. Subsequently, they recom-
mended dividing the room program 
into two high-rise buildings. These 
structures were constructed with a 
staggered façade and small corner 
balconies, clad in exposed aggre-
gate concrete prefab elements—a 
deliberate effort by the architects 

to juxtapose the surrounding forest 
with the built environment, offering 
a scenic view.
The resulting juxtaposition of the 
building’s structure is striking, no-
tably distinct from the affluent vil-
la neighborhood of Hottingen. Its 
imposing presence gives it a mon-
ument-like quality, seemingly iso-
lated both from the surrounding 
architecture and the maintained 
landscape.

The funicular arriving at the base of the towers.

Site Dolder Waldhaus
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top plan, Robert Briner und Herbert Wirth, Jan 1971.

Site Dolder Waldhaus
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right tower west rising up above villas, Feb. 2024.

An architecture created to view, to 
allow an immersion into nature 
but at the same time a distancing 
towards it. Its panoramic windows 
and balconies frame the landscape, 
whereby the vast view over the city 
and lake becomes a picturesque 
image of a nostalgic longing for 
boundlessness. The sublime feeling 
evoked by the wilderness belongs 
to the picturesque as soon as an at-
tempt is made to stage or artificial-
ly reproduce it. Yet, as with many 
man-made structures, buildings are 
often perceived as expendable and 
easily replaced—even though they 
rarely become truly obsolete.

Following its failure to meet 
expectations as a larger hotel, a ar-
chitecture competition was held in 
2011 to replace the Waldhaus once 
again, this time with a new glass 
palace still emphasizing the scenic 
view. The proposed plans by Meili 
Peter resembled a curved iteration 

of the original design by Robert Bri-
ner and Herbert Wirth.
Now, over a decade later, the fate 
of the Waldhaus remains uncertain, 
existing in a state euphemistical-
ly termed “temporary-use” while 
awaiting economic opportunities 
for replacement. Recent inquiries 
about the land price hint at poten-
tial interest from future investors, 
while plans for refurbishment by 
Fanzun architects are slated for sub-
mission this year, adding another 
layer of complexity to the ongoing 
saga of the Waldhaus.

Site Dolder Waldhaus
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top Conctruction site, Archives Dolder AG, 1974.
right View over the Pilatusstrasse, Wolgensinger Michael, 1982.

Site Dolder Waldhaus
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My subtopic of circulation resulted 
in an analytical survey about the 
circulation architectures reaching 
out from the base of the two towers. 
Their arrival and destination points, 
the ongoing naturalization process-
es they are subjected to since the 
Waldhaus lost its function as a hotel 
in 2016. These Tentacles once con-
necting the Sockel down to the Gar-
den, are becoming ladders for ivy 
and other plants to grow upwards 
from the garden. Slowly taking back 
the architecture and enhancing its 
decay process.

Additionally, the analysis of the 
interior spaces started the urge of 
recreating, imagining how the hotel 
once functioned. The atmosphere, 
haptics and design of two separated 
movements. Again, focusing on the 
Sockel, as exactly there the separa-
tion of guest and service personnel 
happens.

Leaving with me a certain mem-
orable-ness and entropy (the inev-
itable and steady deterioration of 
a system or society) towards the 
building and reminded me of an 
attraction to a ruin, it being incom-
plete and only by an act of imagina-
tion becoming completed. 

Atlas
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CIRCULATION

In contemplating the circulation dy-
namics of the Waldhaus, a narrative 
unfolds that speaks volumes about 
the interplay between design and 
function, tradition and modernity.

At its core, the Waldhaus pul-
sates with the rhythm of technical 
circulation systems, orchestrating 
the flow of water, electricity and 
other essential infrastructures with 
a quiet efficiency. These hidden ar-
teries once robust and reliable, en-
suring functionality and comfort, 
now stand as relics of a bygone 
era, reminders of a time when the 
demands of hospitality were met 
by simpler means. They’re lifespan 
long overdue causing issues in the 
interims use strategy of less and less 
maintenance.

The corridors and stairwells are 
metaphorically referred to as “arter-
ies of guest movement,” highlight-
ing their importance in guiding the 
flow of people through the building.

From the lobby, there is a “short 
promenade” or walkway that leads 
to two main circulation hubs. Each 
core containing a stairwell, a smaller 
elevator and a larger service elevator.

There is a practical design aspect 
that separates guest circulation 
from service circulation, which is a 
standard practice in hospitality ar-
chitecture to ensure efficiency and 
guest comfort.

This layout emphasizes the 
thoughtful architectural planning 
involved in creating functional, ef-
ficient, and guest-friendly spaces in 
hospitality settings.

But it is the separation of the 
ground floor and first basement lev-
el, the Waldhaus Sockel where the 
true dichotomy unfolds. Here, ac-
cessibility to the garden, located one 
level lower, elevates the architecture 
above the constructed landscape. 
While the first basement level, pre-
dominantly dedicated to staff areas, 
establishes a direct connection to 
the verdant outdoors. The swim-
ming pool, nestled in the basement, 
serves as the sole recreational area 
for guests to step directly onto the 
lawn.

The natural topography finds 
itself subdued by the expansive 
underground garage, its contours 
erased from view. Yet, within the 
confines of the building, glimpses 
of this lost landscape emerge, man-
ifested in level changes that hint at 
the terrain outside.

Human circulation when snow was still predominant, Moser Adolf, 1901.

Atlas Circulation
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top Circulation in Adlisberg forest, Feb 2024.
right Dolderbahn arriving at station Waldhaus, Feb 2024.

Atlas Circulation
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top Waldhaus hotelkiosk and corridor, Wolgensinger Michael, 1975.
right Rainwater drain, Feb 2024.

Atlas Circulation
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Spanning an expansive 3600 m2, 
whereas 75% of the area is elevated 
above the expansive garage, the gar-
den around the Waldhaus encom-
passes a realm where the man-made 
and the organic coalesce.

Moving through its expanse, 
multiple stairs intertwine levels and 
terraces, connected by a small tiled 
path that guides the way through 
this constructed landscape.

Historic images of the active ho-
tel unveil glimpses of an era, where 
the sprawling, meticulously main-
tained lawn was a rare stage for hu-
man activity. Today, however, a con-
trast emerges as the garden yields to 
the reclamation of nature. Sprouting 
from various corners, flora reclaims 
its rightful place.

But beyond its aesthetic allure, the 
Dolder Waldhaus garden holds 
deeper significance. Enshrined 
within a “Gestaltungsplan” for the 
Dolder area, it stands as a testament 
to a commitment to preserving the 
surrounding “Baumbestand”—the 
tree population. Mandating the 
maintenance (or replacement) of 
the trees, this directive not only 
safeguards the ecological integrity 
of the region, but was an important 
factor in the discussion of an “Er-
satzneubau.”

right Empty lawns and elevated terraces, Wolgensinger Michael, 1982. 

GARDEN

Atlas Garden
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top drone image, Mar. 2024.
right Orthofoto, Feb 2021.

Atlas Garden
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TENTACLES

This subjective reading of the archi-
tectures of circulation surrounding 
the Sockel, begins with an exam-
ination of a certain connection. Be-
tween the ground floor, where the 
main entrance plaza resides, and the 
surrounding landscape and garden. 

Analyzing the various ramps and 
stairs that encircle the two towers, 
one is met by their sculptural ap-
pearance and tactile qualities. Their 
pathways are characterized by dis-
tinct departure and arrival points, 
designated uses, varying extents of 
reach, and different states of main-
tenance. These structures serve not 
only a functional purpose but also 
contribute to the visual and spatial 
dialogue between the Waldhaus and 

its surrounding landscape. Specif-
ically, the language of a architec-
ture colonizing the landscape. Their 
presence speaks to a relationship 
between the built environment 
and the natural world. The former 
setting itself above the construct-
ed landscape, as the modernist tri-
umph of the man-made architecture 
over nature.

In this exploration, one finds the 
structures of circulation extend like 
tentacles, reaching out into the sur-
rounding environment. The bound-
aries between built form and natu-
ral landscape blurred. Resulting in 
a photographic essay and a drawing 
documenting these spaces.

Unused water basin for swimming pool patio, Feb 2024.

Atlas Tentacles



54 55

bottom Waldhaus garden, Wolgensinger Michael, 1982.

Atlas Tentacles
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MOVEMENT

In observing the movement and 
flows of humans within the Wald-
haus, a narrative of inhabitation and 
reclaiming space emerges. Today, 
the corridors in the upper floors of 
the two towers, housing the apart-
ments, bear clear traces of human 
activity. Rather than the gradual 
impact of natural processes on the 
outside, it is the imprint of human 
presence that defines these spaces.

Here, amidst the green plush 
carpet adorned with red-white 
stripes reminiscent of a bygone ho-
tel era, one encounters a tableau of 
everyday life. Chairs, shoes, whole 
wardrobes, strollers, garden sculp-
tures and stickers next to the room 
number on the front door stand as 
silent witnesses to the rhythms of 
existence.

Yet within this domestic landscape, 
a dichotomy emerges—a separation 
of guest and service circulation in-
herent to hospitality architecture. 
The analysis of human flows on the 
interior of the Waldhaus echoes 
this division, as in former guests 
traverse corridors distinct from 
those trodden by former staff, each 
pathway delineated by purpose and 
function. 

This survey prompted a drawing 
overlaid with archive material and 
personal images of today. Visualiz-
ing how the circulation spaces were 
used, how they looked and how they 
acted in the by-gone era of the hotel. 
Revealing a certain memorable-ness 
and entropy, both characteristics of 
ruins.

right Atrium, original Waldhaus, Baugeschichtliches Archiv der Stadt Zürich,1970.

Atlas Movement
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top Wäscherei, Bramaz Hans Ruedi, 1978.
right “Fussgängerverkehr” Integral urban. a global model. second study, 1975, Fritz Haller.

Atlas Movement
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GUEST FLOWS

Person X steps out of room num-
ber 1773 on the seventh floor of the 
larger west tower. They find them-
selves in the hotel corridor, where 
a soft green carpet with what seem 
to be red and white stripes guid-
ing the way to the elevators. While 
opening the door to the restaurant 
their hand grasps the large, messing 
door handle. After visiting the hotel 
kiosk, they make their way to the 
swimming pool, crossing the lobby 
adorned with its suspended wooden 
ceiling. 
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SERVICE FLOWS
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Person Y steps out of their small 
staff room in the first basement of 
the east tower. They find themselves 
walking through the corridor, where 
all the walls have a bland white plas-
ter. Finished with the cleaning of 
the nine rooms in the top 3 stories 
of the east tower, they make their 
way to the large laundry facility. Af-
ter a final smoke break, they swing 
open the blue painted door to the 
staff changing room to end their 
daily shift. 

Parallel Worlds Service Flows
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service guest service guest

CeilingParallel Worlds Door
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service guest service guest

Entrance DoorstopParallel Worlds
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The diverse discussion we had that 
was formulated by the produced 
atlas, unraveled complex tensions 
between topics. But a specific term 
ruinous; stayed with me. This topic 
of decay of the structures and rec-
lamation of nature acted as basis to 
create a specific reading of the site. 
And while researching in these two 
fields several connections to the 
Waldhaus started to unfold. 

Reading the building as a ruin, 
which in a sense can no longer func-
tion in the evolution of today’s stan-
dards and economics allowed me to 
set questions of efficiency and use 
aside. Of course, an “Ersatzneubau” 
could breathe new life into the site, 
however, there seems to be little val-
ue for the owner of the Dolder AG, 
nor for the city in this solution. For 
a second time in the history of the 
Waldhaus an idea emerged from 
the planning phase with significant 
alterations—a measure born out of 
necessity rather than strategy.

Reading the Waldhaus
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I’d argue that since the construction 
of the “Waldhaus” in 1975 it’s set-
ting, especially the view from there 
has become more and more expen-
sive. Making it the driver to adjust 
the quality and expression of archi-
tecture to the economic, real-estate 
developments. Therefor even the 
most durable of concrete structures 
can be forsaken as the economy dic-
tates their replacement or obsoles-
cence. 

Knowing the existing structure can 
never provide the equal econom-
ic value of an “Ersatzneubau”, the 
Dolder AG has no real interest in 
keeping the building. At the same 
time their chance of creating a con-
temporary hotel and apartments 
becomes impossible in the changing 
world today. Where the 9300 cubic 
meters of reinforced concrete are 
arguably the most valuable material 
due to its carbon footprint. Result-
ing in the solution of a renovation, 
transforming the Waldhaus into a 
housing block for the upper class 
with no real benefit for the city.

THE VIEW

Overlay elevations, both versions of the Waldhaus share an elevating “Sockel”.

The ViewReading the Waldhaus
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top View from the top floor, Wolgensinger Michael, 1975
right View from the “Heimatstil” tower, Archives Dolder AG, early 1900s.

The ViewReading the Waldhaus
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The Dolderbahn creates the very first 
tentacle of the Dolder area evolution 
and until now is still a key circula-
tion artery for the city’s inhabitants.  
Transporting citizens of Zürich into 
the realm of recreation and leisure 
on the Adlisberg. Upon its inaugu-
ration, it offered a solution for those 
seeking breathtaking views, catering 
to the aspirations of the emerging 
middle class. It provided a unique 
experience of viewing the Alps 
while also offering close proximity 
to a seemingly untamed nature. 

Nature proves less and less likely 
to provide us with sublime experi-
ences— where is the refuge for this 
sublime feeling today?  Perhaps it’s 
no longer about being above and 
looking from a distance, but rather 
about becoming part of the land-
scape and being immersed in nature. 

THE SUBLIME

The SublimeReading the Waldhaus
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top The oldest tentacle reahing down to the city, unknown, 1896.
right Above the trees of the veranda of the Heimatstil Waldhaus, unknown, early 1900s.

The SublimeReading the Waldhaus
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top Bühnen der Natur. Henrys Geissblatt (Lonicera henryi) © Markus Bühler.
right Barbican Conservatory © Luke Hayes.

Henrys Geissblatt (Lonicera henryi) kann Hektaren von Wald komplett überwuchern. Dabei 
wird die Waldverjüngung verhindert und einheimische Arten werden verdrängt. Dies führt 
zu grossen Schäden im Forst und der Biodiversität. Die Pflanzen werden von Vögeln aus 
den Gärten in die Wälder verschleppt. 

Kanton Zürich
Baudirektion
Amt für Abfall, Wasser, Energie und Luft

Wälder ohne Henrys Geissblatt

Pflanzen nicht versamen lassen. Schneiden Sie die Blüten-
stände in Ihrem Garten rechtzeitig, sodass die Pflanzen in keinem Fall 
zum Versamen kommen. Das Schnittgut in der KVA sicher entsorgen. 

Mit einheimischer Art ersetzen. Einheimische Pflanzen sind 
für die Biodiversität (u.a. Vögel und Insekten) viel wertvoller als ge-
bietsfremde Arten. Einheimische Alternativen: Efeu, Hopfen, Wald-
geissblatt.

Betroffene Akteure informieren. Oft kennen Eigentümer das 
Henrys Geissblatt oder die Problematik von Neophyten nicht. Helfen 
Sie mit, indem Sie diese Leute informieren.

Koordiniert vorgehen. Nur eine koordinierte, mehrjährige Be-
kämpfung mit einer langfristigen Nachsorge führt zum Erfolg. Melden 
Sie Vorkommen der Neobiota Kontaktperson in Ihrer Gemeinde.

Kontakt Kanton 
für Gemeinden

Bianca Saladin

Sektion Biosicherheit
neobiota@bd.zh.ch
+41 43 259 32 20

Kontakt Kanton 
GIS Einträge

Kathrin Fischer

Sektion Biosicherheit 
neobiota@bd.zh.ch
+41 43 259 39 15

Kontakt Gemeinde 
Koordination vor Ort

Neobiota Kontaktperson

Adresse: www.zh.ch/neobiota
> Information für Private 
> Informationsstellen

Juni 2021

Helfen Sie mit, die Verbreitung 
zu stoppen!

Kontakt Kanton 
Abteilung Wald

Urs Kamm

Waldentwicklung & Ressourcen
urs.kamm@bd.zh.ch
+41 43 259 27 45 

The SublimeReading the Waldhaus
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We are all familiar with the pro-
found fascination that the collapse 
of buildings evokes. From the 18th 
century’s fascination with ancient 
ruins to Cyprien Gaillards work on 
modern ruins, documenting their 
demolition. 

Like Gaillard’s buildings, the for-
mer Heimatstil “Waldhaus” was not 
worn down by the passage of time; 
it was not even, properly speaking, 
a ruin at all. It was demolished in a 
sudden spasm of violence, implod-
ed in seconds by carefully planted 
explosive charges, leaving nothing 
behind but a pile of debris and a 
void that in my view was never filled 
by the modern brutalist towers. 

The images of the explosion 
evoke the connection to Cyprien 
Gaillard. Gaillard’s works often ex-
plore themes of urban decay, de-
struction, and the fluidity of capital. 
In particular, his fascination with 
the transformative nature of land-
scapes and structures resonates 
with the concept of controlled ex-

plosions as symbols of capitalism’s 
inherent instability and its tendency 
to abandon once-valued structures 
in favor of new economic imper-
atives. As Tom McDonough aptly 
notes, “Images of controlled explo-
sions are first and foremost signs 
of capital’s fundamental fluidity, its 
retreat from fixed form...” This fluid-
ity reflects Gaillard’s exploration of 
the shifting dynamics within urban 
environments, where the built envi-
ronment is in a constant state of flux. 

Moreover, McDonough’s obser-
vation about the fascination with 
scenes of destruction aligns with 
Gaillard’s artistic portrayal of ur-
ban landscapes undergoing trans-
formation, inviting viewers to con-
template the complex relationship 
between destruction, creation, and 
societal change. Thus, the connec-
tion between the imagery of con-
trolled explosions and Cyprien Gail-
lard’s artistic vision underscores the 
interplay between capitalism, urban 
landscapes, and the allure of decay.

THE RUIN

Observers fascinated by the demolished Waldhaus.

The RuinReading the Waldhaus
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top Demolition on the 18.2.1972 10:00 wiht the use of 126 kg dynamite.
right Partially Buried Woodshed, Robert Smithson, Ohio, 1970.

The RuinReading the Waldhaus



84 85

The existing structure although its 
interim usage and continued hab-
itation is starting to show traces of 
degradation, weathering, and natu-
ralization. The contrasting images 
of the landscape of the Waldhaus 
from today and 50 years ago, exhib-
iting the process of time and mak-
ing a visible statement towards the 
lifecycle of a contemporary build-
ing. However, I would argue that the 
Waldhaus, like the landscape of the 
Barbican, can in some respects be 
seen as a ruin from the start. Their 
appearance was the result of a mod-
ernist ideology: its vast scale, repe-
tition and exposed concrete clearly 
expressing the credo. And with the 
publication by Charles Jencks “The 
language of postmodern architec-
ture”, starting from the late 1970s, its 
design became the materialization 
of a previous generation’s dream. 

The Waldhaus I depict corelates with 
Allison Smithson remark on the con-
struction of robin hood gardens. Re-
marking in 1976 that the process of 
ruination commences the moment 
construction workers first engage 
with the site, and it persists while 
the building is in use. This process 
further evolves once the building is 
no longer inhabited, gradually trans-
forming it into a ruin in advance. 
What if we let the Waldhaus become 
a ruin in advance? Starting a new 
cycle in the history of the Waldhaus 
and designing the process of natural-
ization and ruination, the process of 
change, decay and reclamation.

Architecture is something we 
have problems seeing as something 
other than permanent or intact. 
This is prevalent in Zurich, espe-
cially in the neighborhood of the 
Waldhaus, where a building that is 
no longer intact is swiftly renovated, 
erased or replaced by something else 
that is complete. 

Cities have become neat con-
sumption environments, landscapes 
have been cemented and unregu-
lated, lost spaces are a luxury now. 
The modern ruin can be a liberation 
from the dominant spatial and cul-
tural narrative of productivity and 
function that is tightening in cities, 
something arguably only the rich 
can indulge in.

The RuinReading the Waldhaus
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Naturalization processes around the “Sockel”.

The RuinReading the Waldhaus
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Naturalization processes around the “Sockel”.

The RuinReading the Waldhaus
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Ruin comes from the Latin word 
“ruere”, which means “to fall”. When 
we hear the word “ruin”, almost 
everyone will have a very similar 
image come to mind—an image of 
the ”classical ruin”. Whether it be an 
old castle or church, the weathered 
stones intertwining with ivy create 
a mysterious and romantic picture. 
Despite its origins, the classic ruin 
we envision portrays a state of decay 
that appears almost frozen in time, 
where ruination has reached a point 
of stasis and is no longer perceptible.

However, ruination is far from 
static; it is a dynamic process that 
begins the moment construction 
begins, continues while the building 
is in use, evolving further once it be-
comes uninhabited, gradually trans-
forming it into a ruin in advance. 
This transformation unsettles one of 
the fundamental boundaries of mo-

dernity. Between nature and culture.
The ruin, as described by Willis 
emerges as architecture stripped 
bare, its meanings accessible only 
through the imaginative faculties 
of its beholders. Without the con-
fines of protective boundaries and 
restrictions within a ruin, users ex-
perience a sense of freedom rarely 
found in constructed spaces. 

In ”On Weathering: The Life 
of Buildings in Time”, Mostafa-
vi and Leatherbarrow explore the 
notion that decaying buildings en-
ter a productive relationship with 
nature, irrespective of their visual 
resemblance to natural forms. In 
this productive dialogue, natural 
processes take precedence over pre-
determined shapes or boundaries, 
highlighting the dynamic interplay 
between human construction and 
the forces of nature. 

DEFINING RUIN

A ruin is space, where the balance 
between decay and growth, archi-
tecture and nature has shifted. En-
compassing not only the built but 
also the natural as part of the term. 
This balance is described by Simmel 
in his essay “Die Ruine” written in 
1911. He describes ruins as the place 
where “nature” and “spirit” find a 
balance with one another. “Spirit” 
meaning man’s claim and triumph 
over “nature” through the act of 
building and creating architecture. 
In the ruin, “nature” begins to take 
back what was once hers but doesn’t 
bring it back to any past form. In-
stead, it creates something different, 
a new unity—the ruin.

However, the romantic idea of aban-
donment and reclamation by nature 
hardly ever occurs without some 
sort of human involvement. And 
this is where my design starts. In 
this sense I add to the definition as 
being something set into motion by 
human actions, rather than simply 
occurring naturally over time. Al-
lowing myself a certain degree of 
designing what remains accessible, 
in use and includes adding, secur-
ing and keeping. 

Defining RuinReading the Waldhaus
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Ruination processes around the “Sockel”.

Defining RuinReading the Waldhaus



94

Axonometric SzenarioDefining RuinReading the Waldhaus



96 97

The rate of colonization of plant 
and animal life depend greatly on 
the regional climate and ecology. 
Quality and pollution of the soil, 
materiality of the site and present 
biodiversity plus a factor of chance 
create a diverse spectrum of growth. 
The initial colonizer or pioneer-
ing species shapes its environment, 
thus rendering every landscape 
different. However, there are some 
plants, present in many Western 
cities, which are almost omnipres-
ent in derelict, non-maintained 
spaces. Pioneering the wildscape 
are the weedy, ruderal vegetation 
types. These plants are mostly of 
the fast-growing, deep-rooted, and 
plentiful-seeding type, generating 

offspring fast and colonizing large 
spaces in a short time. 
Although their preferred habitat dif-
fers from each other, many species 
thrive in the urban wildscape. From 
pioneering species to tall grass and 
herbs to shrubs and eventually trees, 
plants offer shelter and food to lo-
cal wildlife. It is these areas that 
thrive in biodiversity, and it is here 
it should be left to develop.

The parcel of the Waldhaus is 
listed as a potential area to be part of 
the strategy to enhance the connec-
tiveness of greenspaces for “Grün-
stadt Zürich” and becoming an im-
portant ecosystem for the city.

URBAN WILDSCAPE

Waldhaus Plaza, by C. Trueb, Apr 2024

Reading the Waldhaus Urban Wildscape
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top The Waldhaus garden once much denser in plantation, 1931.
right Geoffrey Bawa, Kandalama Heritance Hotel

Reading the Waldhaus Urban Wildscape
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Landscape architect and philoso-
pher Gilles Clément (b. 1943) for 
the particular richness often found 
in forgotten and overseen areas 
which for long periods have evaded 
the subjection to monoculture that 
results from agriculture, urbanisa-
tion and so on. These places—of-
ten disused industrial areas —are 
not merely empty sites waiting for 
someone to build on them. Because 
they have evaded regulation, they 
have become refuges or breeding 
grounds of biodiversity. They form 
the bio-bank on which we shall have 
to rely in future. With this idea Clé-
ment completely reverses the idea 
of ruinous industrial areas as hav-
ing no value. They have a value now, 
and will have far into the future, and 
the strategy is to allow nature to play 
out its own processes under the dis-
creet and protective attention of the 

“gardener”.

The concept of ecological resto-
ration, as developed over the past 20 
years, rests on the mistaken assump-
tion that we can somehow bring 
back past ecosystems by removing 
invasive species and replanting na-
tive species. This overly simplistic 
view of the world ignores two ba-
sic tenets of modern ecology—that 
environmental stability is an il-
lusion, and that an unpredictable  
future belongs to the best adapted.  

THE THIRD LANDSCAPE

Parc Henri Matisse, Gilles Clément, Lille. Inaccesible for humans since 1995.

Reading the Waldhaus The Third Landscape
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Klaus Littmann, For Forest 2019

Many landscape architects feel con-
flicted by the restoration debate, 
trapped between the profession’s 
idealistic rhetoric about the innate 
superiority of native ecosystems 
and the constraints imposed by the 
financial and ecological realities of 
a particular site. Over the past 250 
years, people have altered the basic 
trajectory of modern ecology to 
such an extent that going back to 
some earlier native condition is no 
longer possible and is certainly not 
a realistic solution to the increasing-
ly complex environmental problems 
that we face.

Landscape architects—and anyone 
else who works directly with vege-
tation— need to acknowledge that 
a wide variety of so-called novel 
or emergent ecosystems are devel-
oping before our eyes. They are the 
product of the interacting forces of 
urbanization, globalization and cli-
mate change, and are made up of 
organisms that have been brought 
together by the elimination or 
neutralization of barriers that had 
kept them separated for millions of 
years.  The concept of a  novel eco-
system applies not only to our cities 
and suburbs but also to many land-
scapes that have been subjected to 
the disturbance-intensive practices 
of agriculture, industry and min-
ing. It is unrealistic to assume that 
turning back the ecological clock 
will be any easier than reversing the 
economic forces that created these 
landscapes.

Reading the Waldhaus The Third Landscape
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The Base of the two towers and it’s 
connection to the garden is secured 
and solidified. It functions as a 
connecting element, allowing cir-
culation through the underground 
area, which extends far beyond the 
footprint of the towers. This is cru-
cial for the serviceability of a luxury 
hotel. Additionally, the base acts as 
the foundation for the structural in-
tegrity of the towers. The Waldhaus 
aims to address the potential long-
term durability of a modern ruin. 
Therefore, specific interventions 
have been made to address and re-
inforce the structural weaknesses.

Specifically meaning the 
East-oriented facades are the most 
critical, exhibiting the highest deg-
radation levels due to the greater 
intensity of driving rain, wind and 
thus higher humidity levels. Ad-
ditionally, the columns in the west 
tower are more sensitive, as they set 
a delicate base for the west tower. 
Also, the on-site observations show 
a pronounced decay of the former 
indoor pool. Its exposure to chlo-
ride from the pool water has im-
pacted the materials and the growth 

of climbing plants have reached the 
former sun terrace, slowly covering 
the outside walls. 
These three areas coincide with the 
circulation architectures connect-
ing the garden level with the ground 
floor. Their sculptural appearance 
and tactile qualities, their function 
allowing accessibility makes them 
worth securing. The three designat-
ed areas and their access become 
the place of static in the changing, 
unregulated landscape and decay-
ing building. They are maintained, 
protected by reinforcement, en-
velopes or covers and secured by 
adding protective layers and infra-
structures. 

There is a certain inversion of the 
Waldhaus, altering its relationship 
to the ground and its concept of the 
view. The secured spaces establish a 
new connection to the constructed 
landscape, finding their place close 
to an unregulated natural environ-
ment. Instead of viewing over it.

DESIGNING THE STATIC

Growth and Decay Designing the Static 
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top MVRDV, The Hanover Expo 2000 – 20 years after
right Jakob-Rope-Systems, Rotbach Bridge

Growth and Decay Designing the Static 
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Safety Nets, Construction Site ZH

Growth and Decay Designing the Static 
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This unregulated and rugged land-
scape, inaccessible and therefore 
useless for humans becomes a 
unique, rare and exclusive environ-
ment. 

The reintroduction of a hotel 
function in this dilapidated setting 
instills a fresh notion of luxury. It 
transitions from the grandeur of 
vast spaces, symbolizing affluence 
and social standing, to the simplic-
ity of emptiness, signifying libera-
tion from materialism and consum-
er culture. Yet, it further evolves 
into a realm of ruins, embodying 
decay, neglect, and abandonment, 
thus evoking a poignant sense of 
simulated loss. The survival of a ru-
inous Waldhaus permitted by con-
temporary society and their com-

modification of everything, even 
their own decay.

A NEW SENSE OF LUXURY

SITE; Forest House.

Growth and Decay A New Sense of Luxury 
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top Vector Architects Alila Yangshuo hotel in Yangshuo, China
right Wagon Landscape Architects, growing conditions due to water leak.

top Convent wing St. Peter’s seminary, Cardross. abandoned 25 y.
right Before/During/After – Arsenal – Paris Pavilion Wagon Landscaping

Growth and Decay The Reclamation Laboratory
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Above the base the built structure of 
the two towers is abandoned, evolv-
ing in constant exchange with the 
environment. The main three envi-
ronmental conditions that have the 
greatest effect on the built fabric are 
temperature (ambient and surface), 
humidity (absolute and relative) 
and sunlight (ultraviolet), along 
with atmospheric pollution. 

Modernist architecture can re-
fuse to return to nature. Concrete 
first becomes dirty before it cracks, 
rust stains its surroundings, rain-
water leaches plaster and the prefab 
façade elements decompose rather 
unpredictably. 

Similarly, the rate of colonization of 
plants and animal life depend great-
ly on the regional climate and ecolo-
gy. Quality and pollution of the soil, 
materiality of the site and present 
biodiversity plus a factor of chance 
create a diverse spectrum of growth. 
This is what the re-naturalization 
laboratory observes.

ENHANCING THE DYNAMIC

Growth and Decay Enhancing the Dynamic
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Can we imagine a space that anyone 
can use and transform freely, with-
out imposing upon it the notion of 
the survival of the fittest? Can we 
conceive of a common space that ex-
ists precisely because of this? Does 
organizing mean planning every-
thing, and leaving no room for the 
unforeseen, or does it mean creating 
the best conditions for something 
unexpected to take place? And what 
if minimal care was enough to leave 
room for spontaneity, without turn-
ing everything into chaos? 

Maintenance becomes an import-
ant topic and is differentiated into 
3 categories. While areas like the 
entrance plaza, the gap between the 
towers and the former “Wäscherei” 
are left alone. In the towers the re-
search influences clear strategies of 
modifying the succession through 
disturbance. The garden level is sub-
jected to periodic weeding, which 
consists of selectively removing un-
desirable plants to maintain other 
vegetation compositions.

Growth and Decay Enhancing the Dynamic

top Geoffrey Bawa, Kandalama Heritance Hotel
Experiments indicate that the weedy species (rice) on the right is better able to adapt to climate 
change and hgiher CO2 concentrations than the cultivated rice on the left.

right Empty home, Drafi, Greece.
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Plants that emerge spontaneously 
in urban areas are remarkable for 
their ability to grow in harsh urban 
conditions. Often, the interaction of 
natural and anthropogenic processes, 
as typically found in urban growing 
conditions, generates dynamic plant 
compositions. Ecologists define such 
plant compositions as novel ecosys-
tems because they are not found in 
any native biome (Hobbs et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, spontaneous vegeta-
tion found in urban novel ecosys-
tems often exhibits striking aesthet-
ics. Examples include cottonwood 
emerging out of pavement cracks, 
cattails forming on top of concrete, 
prairies forming on rubble soils after 
demolition, or mosses and lichens 
creeping across unmaintained con-
crete surfaces. 

The harsh urban conditions that 
most landscape architects design 
today suggests the need to re-exam-
ine the species that have adapted to 
their conditions. The plant palettes 
landscape architects are comfort-
able with nowadays often struggle 
to survive the altered conditions of 
urban areas without regular main-
tenance and substantial interven-
tions. 

THE RECLAMATION LABORATORY

Growth and Decay The Reclamation Laboratory
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The critical question designers 
should ask in regard of the altered 
urban conditions is not how spon-
taneous vegetation found in urban 
novel ecosystems can be eradicated, 
but rather how they can be integrat-
ed and utilized in design. The unset-
tling truth that non-native sponta-
neous vegetation thriving in urban 
novel ecosystems often proves most 
adaptable to city life discomforts 
many ecologists and community 
members alike. 

This unease surrounding the ecolog-
ical significance of such vegetation 
within urban settings marks the ini-
tial indication of a paradigm shift in 
how these plants are perceived and 
integrated into urban planting de-
signs. An exciting range of resilient 
urban planting design typologies 
will emerge as more learn to em-
brace the resilience and ecological 
value spontaneous vegetation found 
in urban novel ecosystems provide 
for cities. This project has offered a 
glimpse of new urban planting de-
sign typologies that will be created 
as a result of increased knowledge 
and acceptance of the species best 
adapted to the new ecological order 
of cities. 

Growth and Decay The Reclamation Laboratory
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Haludovo Resort, Coratia.
35 y. abandoned

Ruin Garden, Tanja Lincke Architekten

Growth and Decay The Reclamation Laboratory
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The Reclamation LaboratoryGrowth and Decay

Ailanthus Altissima

Tree of Heaven

Calamagrostis arundinacea, 

Rough small-reed

Tanacetum vulgare

Rainfarn

Cichorium intybus

Common chicory

Cnicus lanceolatus

Thistle

Saxifraga tridactylites

Rue-leaved saxifrage

Verbascum thapsus

Common mullein

Ballota nigra ruderalis 

Black horehound

Hedera Helix

Common ivy

Rubus fruticosus

Blackberry
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Flowering, resilient plants are added to the 
spontaneous plant societies

Esisting spontaneous plant society
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