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Factual

The word factual, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is defined as an adjective indicating the characteristic 
of something ‘based on or concerned with facts’. As in the current use of language, the substantive accompanied 
by it tends to be interpreted as something evident, non-questionable, close to the concept of truth. ‘Factual informa-
tion’, for example, would be that based on the report of events that actually took place and whose validity therefore 
must be taken into account, since it is not subject to interpretation. The adjective, however, finds its root in a noun, 
fact, from which stems not only the referential quality lent to the object, but also the very base of its legitimacy.
‘Factual architectures’ can be defined as those whose design operations seek legitimacy in the manipulation of 
real things – those that exist in the realm of experience – presenting itself in the duality of an architecture that is 
made of facts and at the same time conceived as a fact itself.

Factual

La parola factual, secondo l’Oxford English Dictionary, è definita come un aggettivo che indica la caratteristica di 
qualcosa “basato su o interessato ai fatti”. Come nell’uso corrente del linguaggio, il sostantivo che lo accompagna 
tende ad essere interpretato come qualcosa di evidente, non discutibile, vicino al concetto di verità. L’“informazione 
di fatto”, ad esempio, sarebbe quella basata sul resoconto di eventi realmente accaduti e la cui validità deve quindi 
essere presa in considerazione, in quanto non è soggetta a interpretazione. L’aggettivo, tuttavia, trova la sua radice 
in un sostantivo, fatto, dal quale deriva non solo la qualità referenziale prestata all’oggetto, ma anche la base stessa 
della sua legittimità.
Le “factual architectures” possono essere definite come quelle le cui operazioni progettuali cercano legittimità 
nella manipolazione delle cose reali – quelle che esistono nel regno dell’esperienza – presentandosi nella dualità 
di un’architettura fatta di fatti e allo stesso tempo concepita come un fatto stesso.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper è una rivista scienti!ca semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identi!cò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali di"erenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne pro!la lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili di"erenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne gra!ca, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci di"erenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
enti!c journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identi!ed in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in di"erent temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that de!nes its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming di"erent writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between di"erent languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that o"er a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the di"erent sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to o"er an in-depth investi-
gation of di"erent instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting e"ect.
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factual adjective, based on or concerned with fact or facts. Derivatives: 
factuality (noun), factually (adverb), factualness (noun). C. Soanes 
(ed.), Compact Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford 2003.

Kolumba-Stein, the tailor-made bricks developed for the Kolumba Museum 
(Cologne, 1997-2007) which, through their speci!c consistency and appear-
ance, allow the design’s basic idea of merging new masonry walls and old stone 
walls to take place – eventually acquiring autonomous value and becoming 
themselves a product of the manufacturing company. A more visible example 
of this material metamorphosis can be seen in the project for the Bruder Klaus 
Field Chapel (Wachendorf, 2001-2007). Built as a concrete monolith around 
an inner tent-like structure made out of tree trunks and ultimately burned, 
the chapel is the outcome of an almost liturgical act of construction, one that 
created a unique material presence condensed in the blackened ash-scented 
concrete of its interior – a matter that exists only as part of this design. As in 
the double content of the word fact, material in Zumthor’s work becomes the 
means of architecture’s self-su#ciency and self-evidence, while at the same 
time condenses a creative process that stands for its authenticity.

The transfer of meaning from the symbol to the fact, and consequently 
the hypothesis of an architectural language whose communicative dimen-
sion is de!ned in the interaction with its concrete presence, indicates the 
potential of ‘factual architectures’ to retain traces of authorship. In that 
sense, their eminent materiality seems to resist more e#ciently to the reduc-
tive trend of dissolution into our days’ never-ending $ow of images, o"ering 
the composition of ‘facts’ as the gap through which to convey the message 
of the architect-author. The e"ectiveness of such communication, however, 
depends on the latter’s ability to escape the conceptual trap of self-referen-
tiality and fully explore material’s potential as condenser of an architectural 
process. In that sense, the very legitimacy of ‘factual architectures’ as mean-
ing-bearer events relies on the fundamental presence of the author.

Bibliography:
Danuser H., Gantenbein K., Ursprung P., Zumthor sehen. Bilder von Hans 
Danuser / Seeing Zumthor. Images by Hans Danuser, Scheidegger & Spiess, 
Zürich 2009 | Davidovici I., Forms of Practice: German-Swiss Architecture 1980-
2000, Gta Verlag, Zürich 2014 | Frampton K., Minimal Moralia: Re!ections on 
Recent Swiss German Production, in Idem, Labour, Work and Architecture. Collected 
Essays on Architecture and Design, Phaidon, London-New York 2002 | Havik 
K., Teerds H., Tielens G., Editorial. Building Atmosphere, in “OASE”, no. 91, 
2013, pp. 3-12 | Lending M., Zumthor P., A Feeling of History, Scheidegger 
& Spiess, Zürich 2018 | Spier S., Tschanz M., Richters C., Neue Schweizer 
Architektur, Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, München 2003 | Stalder L., Architecture 
in Switzerland: A Natural History, in Haddad E., Ri%ind D. (eds.), A Critical 
History of Contemporary Architecture: 1960-2010, Ashgate, Burlington 2014, pp. 
239-253 | Steinmann M., Understanding through the Senses: Some Remarks on Peter 
Zumthor’s Work, in “A+U”, no. 316, 1997, pp. 87-91 | Tschanz M., Masse-Körper-
Gewicht, in “Archithese”, no. 5, vol. 26, 1996, pp. 28-35 | Wang W., Instances of 
Factual Architectures, in Gilbert M., Alter K. (eds.), Construction, Intention, Detail: 
Five Projects from Five Swiss Architects, Artemis, Zürich 1994, pp. 26-31 | Zumthor 
P., A Way of Looking at Things, in Idem, Thinking Architecture (1998), Birkhäuser, 
Basel 2017, pp. 9-26 | Zumthor P., Make it Typical! A Small Atlas of Architectural 
Atmosphere, Accademia di Architettura, Università della Svizzera italiana, 
Mendrisio 2005 | Zumthor P., Partituren und Bilder: architektonische Arbeiten aus 
dem Atelier Peter Zumthor 1985-1988, Architekturgalerie Luzern, Luzern 1994.

The word factual, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is de!ned as 
an adjective indicating the characteristic of something ‘based on or con-
cerned with facts’. As in the current use of language, the substantive accom-
panied by it tends to be interpreted as something evident, non-questionable, 
close to the concept of truth. ‘Factual information’, for example, would be 
that based on the report of events that actually took place and whose validi-
ty therefore must be taken into account, since it is not subject to interpreta-
tion. The adjective, however, !nds its root in a noun, fact, from which stems 
not only the referential quality lent to the object, but also the very base of its 
legitimacy. The de!nition of the word fact, as found in the same dictionary, 
is that of ‘a thing that is known or proved to be true’, stressing its self-evident 
character, while its etymological composition – originated from the Latin 
fàctu(m), past participle of fàcere (doing) – indicates the term’s condition as 
the product of an action. A ‘fact’ can thus be understood as something whose 
meaning condenses the objective description of a concrete event and simul-
taneously contains the traces of a potential subject-author. 

‘Factual architectures’ can be de!ned as those whose design operations 
seek legitimacy in the manipulation of real things – those that exist in the 
realm of experience – presenting themselves in the duality of architec-
tures that are made of facts and at the same time conceived as a fact itself.  
A contemporary example of such an approach can be identi!ed in the archi-
tectural production of 1980s and 1990s German-speaking Switzerland, as 
Wilfried Wang suggests when describing it as an architecture that ‘engages 
the visibly built and hence really perceivable and thus potentially experi-
enceable, that once again allows an architecture to state its speci!c con-
ception without mediation’ (Wang 1994, p. 26). His use of the word factual 
as a more accurate translation of the German sachliche – also translated 
into English as objective – reveals the intention to keep the meaning closer 
to the idea of an adjective that indicates the evident quality of a thing or 
fact – the term Sache meaning literally thing. The choice subtly indicates 
a di"erentiation from other instances of objectivity that tend to assume a 
pragmatic attitude towards the technical aspects of design in what could 
be called a functionalistic vision. The idea of a self-su#cient architecture 
is described by Philip Ursprung as ‘a consequence of the general shi& in 
a notion that pervaded architecture in the 1980s [...], the transition from 
the notion of architecture as a system of signs, as a text or language that 
can be “read”, to that of architecture as an image that a"ects the viewer 
and is “experienced”’(Danuser, Gantenbein, Ursprung 2009, pp. 64-65).

The factuality of the Swiss production of the period derives from the 
assumption of facts as the constitutive components of a spatial event, con-
crete elements that are not abstractly translated into symbolic language, 
but manipulated as self-su#cient phenomena to be activated through 
individual experience. Consequently, architecture’s main interface tends to 
be de!ned in its physical presence – a primary means to convey meaning. 

The role played by materials in the genesis of architectural form is perhaps 
more evident in the work of Peter Zumthor, in which the invention of mate-
riality becomes the author’s !rst action in a process that seeks to derive the 
design concept from its physical constitution. In that sense, the maintenance 
of authorship as a fundamental value – standing as a claim for integrity and 
autonomy – is not expressed in a recognisable formal language but continu-
ously rea#rmed in a process of transforming materials into meaningful con-
struction. For Zumthor, ‘material is a primary choice. It is not possible for me 
to design without material. If it were otherwise, I would not work on the body 
of architecture, but think of an abstract thing. I can theoretically imagine that 
you can do that, but I do not work that way. I am much too impressed, even 
enthusiastic about the body of architecture’ (Tschanz 1996, p. 30).

However tempting it might be, a romantic interpretation of his work would 
only be misleading, since it is not as much concerned in praising the natural 
qualities of a given material as it is in actively manipulating those qualities 
to obtain a whole new element that crystallises the transformation contained 
in the design. ‘Materials in themselves are not poetic’ (Zumthor 2017, p. 11), 
says he in Thinking Architecture, indicating that the body of architecture is not 
something to be found in nature, but intentionally created by human hand  
– materiality is an invention that keeps the traces of the inventor. 

In Zumthor’s architecture, form tends to be de!ned by a radical construc-
tive principle (Steinmann 1997), almost as if the !nal design would be the fro-
zen frame of a continuous action. Examples of such composition can be found 
in projects such as the non-realised Topography of Terror Documentation 
Center (Berlin, 1993-2004) where the building’s shape literally coincides with 
the continuous replication of an intertwined scheme of prefabricated col-
umns and beams, and in the Thermal Baths of Vals (1990-1996), where the 
arrangement of masses and voids, blocks and slabs recalls the basic action of 
pilling rocks – as visible in the study models made out of natural stone. In 
some cases, the invention of a materiality seems to go beyond the meaning-
ful use of a given material within a constructive scheme, and matter itself 
becomes the object of the author’s transformation. That is the case of the 
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