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A wedge-shaped retreat, buried in the hillside
in Ticino, Switzerland, is a house of many layers
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In Residence

Modern Switzerland means concrete, not cow bells.
The country’s reputation as a wellspring of discreet
but daring domestic invention has been much
chronicled in these pages, but every now and again

a house comes along that redefines the form yet
again. This new retreat in Ticino blends refined
concrete and dramatic topography with a sophisticated,
minimal aesthetic. Casa Bula is literally nestled

into the steep sides of the Verzasca river valley.

The architect firm responsible, Bearth & Deplazes,

is better known for its angular, prominent structures,
weaving concrete, wood and steel into houses and
public buildings that stand proud above their site.
Here, however, it has dug deep into the hill slope»
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A SEATING NICHE CARVED
INTO THE CONCRETE WALL
OF THE OPEN PLAN KITCHEN
AND LIVING AREA CREATES

A LAYER OF INTIMACY AND A
SPACE TO CONTEMPLATE THE
SUBLIME MOUNTAIN VIEWS

to maximise the floor area and minimise the effect

the house has on the mountainous Ticino landscape.
The site was acquired by Ruth and Ueli Bula-
Lendenmann, long-standing friends and clients of
architect Valentin Bearth. ‘Ueli called me in 2010
saying he had the opportunity to buy a plot in
Mergoscia and that he would like to build a new
house after we had renovated his house in Bern, says
Bearth. ‘I didn’t know Mergoscia but I advised him
to take it once I saw how really beautiful the place
was. Having secured the commission, the challenges
began. ‘How could you build here? How do you access
by road? Where can you park?” he asks rhetorically.
The remote spot offers far-reaching views down the
valley with scarcely another building in sight, save
for the distinctive form of Mario Botta’s Chapel of
St Mary of the Angels (see W*87) on the distant ridge
of Monte Tamaro. The architects couldn’t deliver the
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kind of topographical transformation wrought

by Botta, given the slope of the clients’ vine-covered
plot. Instead, the decision was taken to dig down and
set the new house within the hill itself.

There are many precedents. Switzerland loves
abunker, and its slopes are sprinkled with concrete
encrustations, many of which are elaborately concealed
to blend into the hills, valleys and cliffs. In 20009,
the Dutch architects SeARCH and Christian Miiller
collaborated on a circular villa embedded in a Vals
hillside (see W*130). It garnered worldwide attention
(as well as a coveted Wallpaper* Design Award for
Best New Private House, see W*143), clearly tapping
into our inner troglodytic tendencies.

Casa Bula is different in that it takes the slope
as the main generator of the form, resulting in a
wedge-shaped dwelling with a roofline that precisely
matches the surrounding topography. The house was»
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designed principally for holiday accommodation.
Placed at the highest point of the plot to make the
most of the view, it requires an elaborate entry
sequence. Taking inspiration from the paths and steps
that criss-cross the region’s ancient mountain villages,
the house is entered through a small opening in the
stone wall that forms the edge of the site. From here,
you ascend, beneath the slope line, up the first of two
concrete staircases.

The daylight ahead is your guide, bringing you
into the central courtyard adjoining the house’s only
conventional facade. The open plan kitchen and living
area are found at this ‘entry level. An expanse of
concrete terrace stretches towards a low wall that leads
straight onto the hillside, with a view of the mountains
beyond. A small bedroom is buried in the slope to the
right, along with a marble-clad bathroom. The master
suite is set in the uppermost point of the wedge, with
raised ceilings that reach up to the peak, and offers the
best views of the lot. It’s reached via a second staircase,
set flush against the metre-high concrete wall that
forms a solid buttress against the mountain behind.

Thanks to the hefty concrete structure, the house
is well-insulated in the winter and cool in the summer.
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ABOVE, THE LIVING AREA

CAN BE COMPLETELY OPENED
UP TO THE TERRACE, AND
THE CORRELATING CONCRETE
AND STONE FLOORS KEEP
THE EYE FOCUSED ON THE
LANDSCAPE BEYOND

RIGHT, THE MASTER SUITE,
WITH ITS RAISED CEILINGS,
OFFERS UP THE BEST VIEWS
OF THE ENTIRE SITE

‘A concrete mixer and
a few good workers
created a little wonder’

The living area can be completely opened to the
terrace, and the calm concrete floor and ceiling is
paired with a sober stone floor to keep the eye focused
on the mountains. A sofa niche creates a layer of
intimacy and quiet focus, while the dramatic level
changes between inside and out offer up a multiplicity
of views out, down and across. Concrete was the only
practical building material due the inaccessibility

of the site and the need for great structural strength.
‘A concrete mixer and a few good workers created

a little wonder, says the architect.

Bearth began his career working with Peter
Zumthor, but left to set up Bearth & Deplazes with
Andrea Deplazes in 1988. The firm now has offices
in Chur and Zurich, with Daniel Ladner joining
as a partner in 1995. At the end of the last decade,
the architects designed and installed the impressive
New Monte Rosa Hut in Zermatt, a contemporary
update of the traditional alpine hut, formed from
a wooden frame and clad in shimmering aluminium.
Casa Bula is obviously subdued in comparison,
but nevertheless ekes great richness from its crafted
interior, cave-like recesses and sense of glorious
isolation. And no one will know you are there. %
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