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Zumthor’s Atmospheric Obsession

01 Peter Zumthor, ‘Atmospheres’, 1st ed., (Basel Birkhauser, 2006), p. 18. 
02 Jason Alban, and Florian Tigges, ‘Fundamental Concepts of  Architure: The vocabulary of  spatial situations’, 1st ed., (Basel: Birkhauser, 2014.) p. 26.
03 Nancy M Shawcross, ’Roland Barthes on Photography’, 1st ed, (Florida: University press of Florida, 1997), p. 107
04 Elias Redstone,‘Shooting Spcae’, 1st ed., (London: Phadion Press, 2014), p. 6.
05 Ibid, p. 231. 
06 Peter Zumthor, ‘Atmospheres’, p. 11.

“Café at a students’ 
hostel, a thirties picture by 
Baumgartner. Men, just 
sitting around – and they’re 
enjoying themselves too. 
And I ask myself: can I 
achieve that as an architect 
– an atmosphere like that, 
it’s intensity, its mood.” [01]  

The want to create 
through atmos-

pheres is an aspect of 
design that architect Peter 
Zumthor has strived to 
incorporate into his archi-
tecture. His words on 
the ‘Café at a students’ 
hostel’ (fig. 1) resonate 
throughout my gradua-
tion project – ‘Keelmen’s 
Extension for the School 
of Architecture and Urban 
Planning’. His methods 
of design have had a 
resounding impact on how 
I have aimed to inhabit 
‘found atmospheres’ 
from around the city of 
Newcastle into my archi-
tecture, translating their 
makeup into architectural 
form. It has been evident 
through my studies that, 
as Jason Alban and Florian 
Tigges explain: “a town is 
not simply subdivided into 
a sequence of buildings or 
streets, but even more so into 

characteristics atmospheres” 
[02]. It is this unsystematic 
approach to design that we 
as humans are competent 
of, expressing immediate 
appreciation or emotional 
response to a space, more 
so atmospheres. 

 
Dissecting Zumthor’s 

desire to achieve the 
atmosphere created 
by Baumgartner’s Café 
requests a breakdown of 
how this instance in time 
was captured. Firstly, and 
likely the most obvious, 
is the use of photography. 
An initial criticism of 
photography in general is 
explained in the epilogue 
of Nancy M. Shawcross’s 
account ‘Roland Barthes on 
Photography’ as she high-
lights the work of Sherman 
and Boltanski (fig. 2), who 
express the “common-place 
belief that in the photo-
graphic record of a specific 
or concrete time and place” 
[03]. Instead, photography 
is eluded to have the gener-
ative form that is rooted 
in the atmosphere of the 
space being captured. As 
Elias Redstone conveys in 
his book, ‘shooting space’, 
“A Photograph has the ability 
to influence and transform 

the way people perceive 
and value a building” [04] 
and thus, as he concludes, 
“architectural photography 
is already a means to make 
architecture” [05]. 

Secondly, the inhab-
itation of architecture 
and design of the photo-
graphed space is partly 
how the atmosphere was 
created. Zumthor explains 
in his book, atmospheres 
that “quality architecture 
to me is when a building 
manages to move me” [06] 
inferring Zumthor places 
himself as the observer, 
whereby he is a subject 
to the architecture. This 
strikes relevance in placing 
the photographer as 
subject and observer in 
how architecture is expe-
rienced and, as such, can 
determine the quality of 
the architecture. The ques-
tion is then, can the quality 
of architecture translate 
not only from existing 
atmospheres in build-
ings, or can this method 
of capturing ‘found atmos-
pheres’ be translated into 
design, becoming a gener-
ative media for making 
architecture? 

21

Fig. 1 - Baumgartner’s ‘Cafe at a students’ hostel.
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07 Francois Penz, ‘Cinematic aided design: an every day life approach to architecture’, 1st ed., (New York: Routledge, 2018).

Photography 
And 
Atmosphere

As mentioned previ-
ously, photography, 

and film, can capture 
moments of atmosphere 
associated with everyday 
life. Photographs and films 
have a way of placing us 
inside, the subject – or 
camera, or observer, so 
we can see the object – 
perhaps a person, building 
or other in an attempt to 
immerse us within said 
captured atmosphere. 
However, such immer-
sion is described as being 
merely skin deep, Francois 
Penz in his book ‘cinematic 
aided design’, expresses 
that to get beneath the 
surface would be to 
“plunge into the political, the 
socio-economic, the anthro-
pological, the historical and 
many more layers” [07]. 
Yet, an image embodies 
fragments of these layers, 
dependent on how deep 
an image is read, therefore 
photography resonates 
as a useful steppingstone 
in the creation of atmos-
pheres in architecture. 

Fig. 2 - Cindy Sherman ‘Untitled Film Still #48’ on her expression of portait and photography - 
Placing subject and object into the photography.
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08 Jason Alban, and Florian Tigges, ’Fundamental Concepts of  Architure: The vocabulary of  spatial situations’, 1st ed., (Basel: Birkhauser, 2014.) p. 26. 
09 To see whole scene view: [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_pV6zRGeeGM] the longevity of the scene cannot be ignored as it creates not only atmosphere but suspense from the actress.
10 Michael Webb, and Ashley Simone, ’Michael Webb Two Journeys’, 1st ed., (Zurich: Lars Muller). p. 112-113.   

The Third 
Man (1949)

Atmosphere has 
been known to 

have a peculiar relation-
ship between an object 
and a subject (fig. 3). With 
no bodily function recep-
tive of atmospheres, we 
are not capable of meas-
uring or sensing it, yet it 
is still created [08]. The 
concluding 44 seconds of 
Carol Reed’s depiction 
of the Novel ‘The Third 
Man (1949)’ [09] shows 
Alida Valli, the female 
lead, walking towards the 
camera in an uninter-
rupted shot (fig. 4) as she 
coldly walks past Joseph 
Cotton, dumping him. 
Michael Webb in his book 
‘Two Journeys’ talks on the 
way perspective is used 
in the scene to create a 
“thwarted romance”, and 
potentially the atmosphere 
of the scene. Webb in his 
study frequently uses the 
terms, object or subject – 
referring to Ms. Valli, and 
the observer – alluding 
to the camera’s view [10]. 
These terms are crucial 
to the understanding of 
the frames and the way in 
which the observer (you) 
respond to the scene.

Fig. 3 - Final frame from ‘The Third Man’ as Ms. Valli breaks the illusion of perspective.

Fig. 4 - Frame by frame analysis of the final scene of ‘The Third Man’ - taken from Michael Webb.
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Central 
Arcade

Deriving from an 
obsession of 

capturing atmospheres 
I initially turned to film 
camera photography to 
embody relationships 
between people and 
places. The aim was to give 
an introductory impres-
sion of spaces I found 
interesting within the city. 
Because of the briefness 
of this essay I will focus on 
Central Arcade, Newcastle 
upon Tyne – a space I 
find dichotomously intri-
cate yet simple. Intricate 
for its details, yet simple 
in its purpose and form. 
My initial photograph of 
Central arcade (fig. 5) 
hoped to capture the way 
light dictates the atmos-
phere of the space and 
I feel it creates intrigue 
in that respect. Yet, the 
photograph it does little to 
communicate the atmos-
phere of the space, mainly 
as it does not focus on 
any particular object, and 
even placing oneself in the 
photograph is difficult.

Fig. 5 - Initial photograph of Central Arcade, Newcastle in an attempt to capture ‘atmosphere’
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A Flawed 
Subject

A flaw in the argument 
for creating atmos-

phere, and subsequently 
architecture, in the way 
Webb suggests is the fact 
that the observer is static. 
As observers of architec-
ture we are rarely static, 
rather we move through it 
as Ms. Valli moves through 
the ‘Wiener Zentralfriedhof ’, 
experiencing a change in 
the environment around 
us. From this realisation I 
studied what might occur 
when the roles were 
flipped, and the female lead 
became the static as the 
camera operator moved 
through the space towards 
Ms. Valli. Taking photo-
graphs through the space 
I had been studying in my 
graduation project, Central 
Arcade, Newcastle enabled 
a focus on how perspective 
differed from my previous 
explorations and begin to 
think of how they create 
alternate atmosphere 
more aware of the move-
ment of space (fig. 6,7).

Fig. 6 - Composite of subject study - highlighting the way a subject moves through the space.

Fig. 7 - Frame by frame analysis in the style of ‘The Third Man’ in Central Arcade inspired by 
Michael Webb’s analysis of ‘The Third Man’.
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11 Elias Redstone, ‘Shooting Space’, p. 212.
12 Ibid

Idris Kahn

A similar approach can 
be observed when 

examining Idris Khan’s 
method of photography, 
also engrossed by the idea 
of subject and object. Kahn 
describes his own work 
(fig. 9) as if he is “pointing 
at something. Roland Barthes 
called it the indexical. 
Pointing at something with 
your index finger and saying: 
here, look at this.” [11] . 
The photographer picks a 
subject, mainly a building 
and focuses on that as a 
subject. He (the observer) 
then moves around said 
object – creating a ‘layering 
of experience’. Making a 
compound image, Kahn 
superimposes his photo-
graphs and in doing so, as 
he states, it “takes you back 
to a certain point in one’s life, 
to remember a face or a place 
you once stood” [12] . The 
resulting composite images 
capture atmospheric quali-
ties of the object they aim 
to document. Though the 
movement of the image 
abstracts the subject, it can 
be argued that the vari-
ation of observers views 
combined show a greater 
overall representation 
of the architecture as a 
whole.

Ammending 
The Subject

To amend such 
discontent in the 

representation of atmos-
phere I hoped to place an 
object, a focus, a person 
into my documentation 
of the space. Inspired 
from Michael Webb I 
then began detailing how 
their movement through 
the space might display 
the atmosphere of the 
arcade (fig. 8). Yet, this 
resulted in the subject 
being too strong a focus, 
and the captured atmos-
phere stayed unchanged 
as the subject moved 
through. Contradictory 
to the method employed 
by Carol Reed and under-
stood by Webb, I thought 
of how the representation 
of the space might change 
if the object and subject’s 
movements were to be 
switched?

Fig. 8 - Frame by frame analysis contradicting the  ‘The Third Man’ in Central Arcade

Fig. 9 - Idris Kahn, ‘Every...Bernd And Hilla Becher Prison Type Gasholders’
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Subject 
Synthesis

Alike the aforemen-
tioned methods 

of Idris Khan, in which he 
focusses on the subject 
being photographed as 
he moved around as 
an observer, I instead 
employed the method 
of moving the observer 
towards the object, in 
doing so moving through 
and documenting the 
space, not solely the 
object. A series of photo-
graphs followed (fig. 10) 
which I feel document 
the space and atmosphere 
of the area better as the 
focus was on the moving 
building, not necessarily 
the subject. Furthermore, 
the layering of these 
captured images in the 
style of Kahn producing a 
composite of the shots at 
different moments creating 
a semi-abstracted form of 
central arcade.

Fig. 10 - Compound image of subject as a focus, the observer moving towards - Central Arcade.
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‘The Big Thing’

Surmising the reali-
sations studying the 

film, ‘The Third Man’ and 
Idris Kahn’s study in object 
and subject it is implied 
atmosphere can be created 
through photography. I 
have demonstrated this 
through my investigations 
thus far. However, what 
lacks is a definition in 
making architecture from 
such explorations without 
the form of other medias 
of design. Observed in my 
primer work at the start 
of my graduation project 
was an attempt to capture 
the various found atmos-
pheres in Newcastle-
upon-Tyne. Titled simply, 
‘Big thing’, the plaster cast 
drew inspiration from 
the photographs of the 
city and attempted to 
recreate them in another, 
smaller scale physical form. 
Some cases were more 
successful than others in 
capturing the atmospheres 
of the desired spaces (fig. 
11-13).

Fig. 11 - ‘High Bridge Street’, taken from ‘the big thing’ as a representation of atmosphere. 

Fig. 12 - ‘Grainger Market’, taken from ‘the big thing’ as a representation of atmosphere. 

Fig. 13 - ‘Central Arcade’, taken from ‘the big thing’ as a representation of atmosphere. 
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Grainger
St James

Civic
Central arcade/ High bridge st.

Lost In Translation

The model as such, 
centralised all these 

atmospheres into a way 
of a physical mapping of 
the city’s atmospheres. A 
set of plans mapping the 
‘Big thing’ subsequently 
followed, as a way of 
orthographically mapping 
the moments. Overlaying 
these realised plans onto 
the site creating master-
plan which independent 
proposals were based off, 
resulted in my final master-
plan massing. As such, 
there is an argument that 
these atmospheric studies 
did inform my design. 
However, the danger in 
these transcriptions lies in 
the way such translations, 
from photograph, to model 
(fig. 14), to orthographic 
drawing (fig. 15-16), to 
realised building (fig. 17), to 
constructed architecture 
– concludes in the atmos-
phere being lost. Thus, 
returning to Zumthor’s 
infatuation with creating 
architecture through 
atmospheres, how then 
might such translations be 
minimised, resulting in the 
creation of atmospheric 
architecture unhindered 
by translated forms?

Fig. 14 - ‘The Big Thing’, Plan view of the plaster cast.

Fig. 15 - Translated plan of ‘The Big Thing’.

Fig. 16 - Overlaying translated plan of ‘The Big Thing’ creating the massing proposal.

Fig. 17 - Translated intial site model resulting from the overlayed plans.
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