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INTRODUCTION

“... ogni regione si distingue dalle selvagge 

in questo, ch’ella è un immenso deposito di 

fatiche ... Quella terra adunque non è opera 

della natura; è opera delle nostre mani, è una 

patria artificiale“ 

„These regions are distinguished from the 

wilderness in that they represent an immen-

se deposit of human effort; the earth is thus 

not a work of nature; it is a work made by our 

hands; it is a man-made homeland“, Carlo 

Cattaneo: „Agricoltura e morale“

What significance do the mountainous regi-

ons have for today’s modern European soci-

ety? Up to now the Alps have formed the basis 

of a mostly nationally-defined cultural con-

ception Central European countries have of 

themselves. But as a result of industriali-

zation and continuing urbanization, they 

have nevertheless given up more and more 

of their role as a living space. Today they 

are condemned to being simply a hindrance 

in the north-south transit route and scenery 

for tourists. The younger generations have 

moved away from anywhere where tourism 

didn’t become well established, which has 

resulted in a continuous depopulation of the 

towns and valleys. The populations of out-

of-the-way regions with no connections to 

neighbouring valleys in particular have an 

overly high percentage of old people, and 

can no longer exist as viable communities. 

This situation not only means that cultivation 

of the landscape or building culture is being 

lost, it also means the loss of an entire cul-

tural heritage.

THE REVITALIZATION OF ALPINE FRINGE REGIONS

The objective of this year’s Intensive Program, 

organised by the School of Architecture, 

University of Applied Sciences Liechtenstein, 

was to counter these developments, studying 

the possibilities for revitalizing former-

ly intact valley communities and working 

out concrete models for their realization. 

Elements of the intervention could include 

larger-scale changes in the infrastructure 

right up to the planning of new roads, paths, 

bridges, tunnels or even mountain passes. 

The relevance of rest stops or the traditional 

inns at the pass summit as special places in 

the mountains that have a particular connec-

tion to pass roads could be considered and 

newly interpreted. Moderate, carefully plan-

ned tourist facilities could create jobs and 

promote cultural exchange. Even the creation 

of specific university institutes, research 

centres and conference hotels in fringe regi-

ons is conceivable with the present-day uni-

versal use of electronic data processing and 

the corresponding blanket coverage. But can 

we really save these regions and solve their 

fundamental problems with the instruments 

of architecture and environmental planning, 

looking from outside at a hermetic alpine 

society structure?

IDENTITIY IN THE MOUNTAINS 

Our workshop was offering the opportunity to 

discuss the different aspects of the problem 

complexes as part of a national comparison 

during ten days from May 14 to 23, 2004. 

The schools of Hannover, Graz, Glasgow and 

Prag, participating within the Erasmus net-

work in the last few years, granted continuity 

and transfer of knowledge across several 

projects. “Revitalization” was already sub-

ject in two projects about strategies for new 

interventions in historic city centers, held 

in Feldkirch (Austria) in 2002 and in Trani 
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(Italy) in 2003. This year, our school also 

invited a group from Cairo to join the work-

shop as guest.

The intensive program was divided in three 

phases and took place in a border area in 

Liechtenstein, Switzerland and Austria, where 

cultural and linguistic worlds adjoin. Before 

beginning the intensive program, the stu-

dents in the partner universities were asked 

to prepare talks - coordinated by the lectur-

ers - explaining the situation in their coun-

try and giving ideas for solutions using case 

studies that were presented in the first day. 

HIKES AND ANALYSIS 

Five Groups were formed to work on speci-

fic sites. Each group, lead by a coach and 

supported by a lecturer went on a hike in 

the first phase of the workshop. The valley 

communities and their problems were stu-

died leading detailed discussions with local 

residents. 

STUDIO WORK

Back in the school, recognized experts in 

alpine developments gave lectures. These 

talks and the following discussions formed 

the theoretical basis for the studio work. 

The project groups assigned different topics 

to draft a clear strategy and condense that 

strategy to a single method during the course 

of the workshop. With a special technique, 

students produced large-scale models that 

helped to verify results. Landscape and 

topography were immediately apparent as 

principal project parameters.

CONCLUSION 

At a closing event, the various projects have 

been presented and discussed controversi-

ally together with our invited experts. Five 

strategies for a sustainable development in 

mountain valleys were mapped out and gave 

fundamentally different answers to the ini-

tial question, if architecture and environ-

mental planning contain the ability to play a 

crucial role as a tool for revitalising alpine 

regions. The challenge to counter an erosive 

development still remains. Now the drafts 

must be examined and specified in upco-

ming analyses. A final dinner in the foyer 

of our school gave an excellent occasion for 

further discussions, informal conversations 

and brought up suggestions for future work-

shops. 

DOCUMENTATION

This booklet should explain the entire pro-

cess in all its various facets. It will also be 

available in digital form to be downloaded 

from the participating universities’ websi-

tes. Besides, it is distributed to the commu-

nities in the areas studied to give impulse 

for possible projects there. 

I would like to thank everybody who suppor-

ted the coordination and realization of the 

Intensive Program 2004 in our school, espe-

cially our lecturers and external experts, 

who gave strong inputs and precise critics 

to our projects and of course all the partici-

pants, who survived the vigorous hikes and 

achieved in a very short time highly stimu-

lating results. 

Urs Meister
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PROGRAM

THURSDAY ARRIVAL

13.05.2004   

- Check-in

- Visit of the school

- Welcome barbecue 

 

FRIDAY PROJECT START

14.05.2004   

- Introduction

- Lectures

- Forming of the project groups:

 5 projects

 5 topics

 5 teachers  

 

5 coaches

5 routes

- -

- „Vals: A Village in a continuous change“, 

  lecturer Prof. Peter Rieder, ETH Zurich , 18:00h

SATURDAY HIKING DAY 1

15.05.2004   

- Transfer by train and bus

- Start of the mountain hike

- Evening: discussion and concept phase

- Accomodation in mountain hut
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SUNDAY  HIKING DAY 2

16.05.2004   

- Middle part of the hike

- Evening: concept phase

- Accomodation in mountain hut

 

  

MONDAY  HIKING DAY 3

17.05.2004    

- Last day of the hike

- Morning: concept phase

- Transfer by train and bus to Vaduz

 

  

TUESDAY  STUDIO

18.05.2004    

- Start studio work in the school: model making

- „A Sustainable Development in the Alps“, lecturer Andreas Götz

 (International Commission for the Protection of the Alps), 18:00

 

WEDNESDAY  STUDIO

19.05.2004    

- Studio work in the school
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THURSDAY  STUDIO  

20.05.2004    
- Studio work in the school  

  

  

  

  

FRIDAY STUDIO  

21.05.2004     
- Studio work in the school  

 

 

SATURDAY FINAL PANEL  

22.05.2004    
- Reviews from 10:00 to 16:00  

-

Open discussion with experts: Prof. Hans-Rüdiger Kaufmann, Vaduz and

Dr. Angelus Eisinger (ETH), Zurich

Conclusion

- Final dinner in the foyer  

- Party  

  

SUNDAY  CONCLUSION

23.05.2004    

- Assembly of the final exhibition in the foyer

- Collecting of the material for the brochure

- Preparing of the brochure layout  

- Farewell and departure  
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WALSERMIGRATION HIKING TOURS 1-5 P.11
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RAIMUND ABRAHAM: ARCHITECTONICS

The elementary function of architecture is 

to realize building concepts with the simp-

lest of means. The dependence of these 

means on the development of technology 

determines the laws which govern any par-

ticular way of building.

The extent to which these laws are recog-

nized and obeyed is an indication of the 

intelligence and strength of any particular 

epoch. It is not the invention of forms but 

the commitment to building which is essen-

tial for the development of architecture.

„Building, which is primarily a material 

struggle against the destructive forces of 

nature, is committed to learning from the 

progress of science and from the discove-

ries and inventions of technology in order 

to employ all available methods and aids 

in the discovery of new laws of harmony 

between mass and space. Since this pro-

cess revealed conditions quite different 

to those which determined the appearance 

of a house constructed by craftsmen, only 

firm decisions based on method and tech-

nology could indicate the sole path leading 

in the new direction.“ (Konrad Wachsmann: 

Wendepunkt im Bauen)



The perfected technology of our age has ren-

dered it possible (for the first time in the 

history of architecture) to use technology 

in an almost unrestricted manner. Whereas 

architects merely employed these new pos-

sibilities to continue building formal con-

cepts in a more simple way, the creators of 

anonymous technical buildings were the only 

ones to realize that the industrial revolution 

had radically changed methods of building. 

Bridges, dams, aeroplanes and ships are evi-

dence of an architecture in which the spirit of 

our epoch is most clearly expressed. These 

examples also indicate that this architecture 

is characterised by an order which grants 

each individual part a certain necessity.

„Architecture starts where two stones are 

placed carefully one on top of the other.“ 

(Mies van der Rohe)

It is one and the same ordering principle 

which is intrinsic both to contemporary buil-

dings and to the primitive timber and stone 

constructions of early times.

The attempt to examine the roots of anony-

mous building on the basis of examples of 

primitive timber and stone structures does 

not derive from a yearning for the primitive. 

The aim of this book is to free the natural 

results of primitive building from the iso-

lation of tradition and to view them purely 

as examples of construction. Cone, cube and 

cylinder are recurrent elements of architec-

ture which belong to a timeless order. These 

examples are intended to show how, within the 

limits of geographical dependence, simple 

ideas on building were clearly and convin-

cingly realised.

These objects are by no means habitable 

buildings but barns and stables in which 

the most purely realised tectonic concept is 

expressed. They are untouched by external 

influences and have grown organically along 

with the building process. Having none of the 

attributes of a particular epoch, they have 

already existed for half a millennium and 

have lost none of their original strength. 

These are primitive buildings which make no 

claims to any significance but they are “real-

ly built”. You can examine every detail and 

you will not find a single element which does 

not obey the law of the whole.

Geographical isolation meant that materi-

als and tools remained unchanged from the 

beginning. Within the limits of regional con-

ditions and demands, buildings arose which 

have a unified structure and which are devo-

id of any aesthetic speculation.

The rhythm of these structures results from 

the type of tools and the way in which they 

were used; it permeates the land built upon 

and intensifies in the compact grouping of 

the buildings. The geometric order of the 

fields, paths and walls is continued in the 

horizontals and verticals of the buildings. 

Structure is more than a summation of 

constructional solutions, it is far more a 

necessary and fundamental system of orde-

ring both for architecture and for man him-

self. In the structure even the last detail 

appears determined by the whole, embraced 

and shaped by one and the same idea.

“The characteristic thing about language is 

that it possesses innately the possibility of 

different forms of application and yet still 

remains the same language. As the physicist 

Schrödinger said: “The creative strength of 

a universal principle lies in its universali-

ty”; this is what I understand by structure 

in architecture. It is not a specific solution 

to different problems, it is a universal idea. 

Although each building is an individual solu-

tion, it is not motivated as such. (Mies van 

der Rohe)

From earliest times architecture has com-

plied with that order of logical forms which 

is contained in the nature of each material. 

That is to say each material can only be used 

within the limits imposed by its organic and 

technical possibilities. This is the basis for 

the demand for a precise knowledge of mate-

rials and their organic laws as a precondi-

tion for every creative process. The natural 

feeling for material and structure which can 

be seen in the reduced constructions of pri-

mitive buildings is necessary for all built 

architecture, whether it is constructed using 
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hand-craft or by employing perfected indus-

trial methods of fabrication. “Scientific and 

technological perfection is the pre-condition 

but the goal remains the struggle for the 

knowledge and the art of building. “( Konrad 

Wachsmann: Wendepunkt im Bauen) For thou-

sands of years timber and stone determined 

the character of buildings. The knowledge 

of the ways in which they could be used and 

worked was deeply rooted and passed down 

from one generation to the next. Primitive 

tools and ignorance of joints using foreign 

materials allowed systems of construction 

to develop which, due to the way in which 

they are reduced to the elementary, are most 

convincing. The building elements are put 

together in the simplest form appropria-

te to the material. They are precisely and 

clearly differentiated in accordance with the 

structural laws of supporting and supported, 

enveloping and penetrating. In the logical 

construction of self-supporting elements, 

layered one over the other, in the rhythm of 

openings and compact parts, a grammatical 

order in the building becomes visible, (at 

the core of which an essential corporeality 

lies), and which never permits the fiction of 

the façade to arise. Despite a strict, unified 

concept a surprising variety of construc-

tional details developed as solutions to 

very similar problems. In particular, corner 

joints, doors and openings in timber or stone 

walls illustrate, through the variety of the 

ways in which they are made, the creative 

fantasy of the individual. The sensitivity for 

materials and structure is repeated in the 

building and the way in which it is placed. 

Built into the dynamic of landscape forms, 

the buildings seem to have grown together 

with the land from whose raw materials they 

were built. As geometric forms they illustra-

te a simple interrelationship between their 

parts, the scale of their functions is natural 

and obvious, they relate to clearly defined 

axes and show subtle differences in their 

detailing. lf remnants of this architecture 

still exist today the reason is the farmer 

himself, who remained isolated, lived for 

himself alone, was satisfied with the tasks 

of his daily life (which had remained unalte-

red from earliest times), apparently uninflu-

enced by the permanent technical revolution, 

static, slow-moving, faceless. This isolation 

has been shaken by the insight into the pos-

sibilities of our epoch. The influence of tech-

nology is accompanied by inevitable changes 

which result in a slackening of tradition.

“In the relationship between Man and his 

environment both are exposed to the same 

extent to transforming processes. Therefore 

the rules governing the extent of this process 

cannot of necessity be permanently determi-

ned by man. Man will always have to adapt 

to his environment just as it continuous-

ly transforms in order to be of use to him. 

So, along with technological development, he 

will include his perceptions and reactions in 

defining the starting point for this reflec-

tions, from which are formed the laws of 

building.” (Konrad Wachsmann: Wendepunkt 

im Bauen) The documentation of elementary 

building shows basic forms which are clearly 

determined by the clarity of their construc-

tional principles. Therefore one must look 

at these buildings just as naturally as the 

way in which they developed. The reference 

to them should make us conscious of the 

origins of building without, however, glori-

fying it.

 

Foreword of the book „Elementare Baukunst: 

Elementare Architektur“ by Raimund Abraham, 

Wien 1965
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ENRICO RIZZI: THE HISTORY OF THE WALSER

The right to colonize

Prior to using the term Walser for characte-

rizing the small peoples of Alpine settlers 

that originated from the Wallis, it was used 

to refer to their legal status. This comprised 

a unique conglomerate of customary laws 

that determined their lives during the era of 

colonisation. Walser law or Walser tradition 

referred to a specific law that was utilized in 

medieval times to differentiate the colonists 

in the Alpine settlements from the rest of the 

population, freemen or bondsmen, within a 

landlordship. Any settler that had received 

land according to the Walser law as a fief-

dom, and had subsequently reclaimed the 

land, was able to abide by the conditions that 

were applied traditionally for the Walser. (...) 

Colonial law was established during the 10th 

and 13th centuries in times of immense agri-

cultural revolutions in Europe which were 

comparable to the impact of the industri-

alizations of the 19th and 20th centuries.  

According to Georges Duby these changes 

were “the most spectacular and most sig-

nificant economic events” of the late Middle 

Ages. 

The number of inhabitants had tripled bet-

ween the year 1000 and the first half of 

the 14th century – in 1348 the Black Plague 

killed large portions of the population on 

the continent. Despite the existing econo-

mic and social opportunities, as well as the 

available agricultural technologies, demo-

graphic growth could not be attained.  The 

agricultural population led a life of passi-

vity within the large landlordships that were 

ruled according to ancient feudal systems of 

the aristocrat circles.

Dynamic forces started to emerge – particu-

larly incited by the monasteries – and they 

brought about the cultivation of wilderness. 

For these certain requirements had to be ful-

filled: It was necessary to guarantee a better 

legal status to the farmers- that is to free 

them from bondage and to secure for them 

and their sons the permanent ownership of 

the land that had been cultivated in a stre-

nuous effort - who were ready to participate 

in such courageous enterprises. During the 

decades that were characterized by favorab-

le climate conditions the monasteries were 

amongst the first to intensively utilize large 

forest and swamp areas in order to increase 

their crops – but also in order to facilitate 

the economic and social development of the 

farmers that were still bound through bon-

dage. 

Europe’s appearance changed in a radical 

way. Even in the heart of the old land” – writes 

Marc Bloch – forests and uncultivated strips 

of land were ploughed; new residential buil-

dings were established on top of untouched 

soil and on clearings created between the 

trees: the farms multiplied everywhere under 

the relentless pressure of the farmers. Such 

widely established settlments were created 

in perviously uninhabitat areas throughout 

Europe and also reached for example nort-

hern Scandinavia and the regions east of the 

Elbe river. Forests - swamps - land below sea 

level – slopes in the Alps...wherever there 

was free space to be utilized, urbanization 

proceeded.  (...)

According to this pattern that is characteri-

zed by a relatively loose connection to land-

lordship, the hereditary right for the land 

and the low feudal debt, a large number of 

other European regions were inhabited in 

England – where turf landscapes and swamps 

were drained after the conquest through the 

Normans – France, Italy and Germany up until 
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the Iberian peninsula. According to the ale-

mannic and Bavarian migrants, the cultivati-

on of previously uncultivated land had begun 

during the high middle ages everywhere. In 

the rough and wild regions of the Alps that 

only began to open following centuries of 

colonization, old examples for the applicati-

on of colonial law can be found between the 

Dauphine in the western part and Tyrol in the 

east. (...)

Fiefdom

Fiefdom or long-term land lease constitut-

ed the core of colonial law and was applied 

throughout the Alpine regions by the utiliza-

tion of Walser law. Specific contracts, deeds of 

fiefdom constituted the ownership of land for 

farmers for an indefinite period. After their 

death the land was inherited together with the 

accumulated value by their descendants. (...) 

The landlord was then only responsible for 

obtaining the leasing fee and thus his pro-

perty became the purpose of profit making. 

The dues were often minimal to where they 

did not constitute an actual interest amount, 

but rather just dues of recognition that were 

mainly supposed to guarantee the ownership 

of the land in a titular sense; the heredita-

ry interest declined in value with time until 

its total collapse. (...) In most cases these 

areas were marginal regions within the land-

lordship. The small Alpine properties did not 

follow the example of large estates in the 

lowlands that were divided into small farms 

around the residence of the lord. They reflect 

the simplicity and ruggedness of the Alpine 

region and are characterized and divided by 

too many factors such as altitude – climate 

– location - type of cultures etc. without a 

uniform appearance. Furthermore, extensive 

cultivation of land was predominant in the 

Alps; the land was sometimes uncultivated 

and desolated and the Alpine regions were 

often remote and separated from the actual 

estate. These regions were utilzed as sum-

mer pastures and produced only minimal 

crop. Mainly these large Alpine pastures that 

were surrounded by forest were allocated to 

the colonists as fiefdom. (...)

The foundation deeds of the new settlements 

– and later the bylaws of the municipali-

ties –furthermore included stipulations that 

banned the settlers from giving land to peo-

ple outside of their group or their immediate 

neighborhood. This regulation was a result 

of the necessity to create a largely stable 

balance of utilization of common property 

– that is of pastures and forests that were 

outside the limitation of the farmers; fur-

thermore this guaranteed the preservation 

of the total size of the farms. 

Also in terms of legal succession, the Wasler 

attempted to avoid dividing their property. 

Every time the land was to be divided bet-

ween the descendants or when the land had 

to sustain more than one family the economic 

independence of the individual farmers was 

no longer fully guaranteed. In the begin-

ning the Walser counteracted the problem by 

transferring the hereditary property only to 

one – usually the first born – son. As long as 

there were enough Alpine valleys available 

for settlement the younger sons were able to 

migrate in search of other areas that were 

suitable for land ownership and the estab-

lishment of new estates.  However, coloniza-

tion in the Alpine region had spread to hig-

her regions that allowed for the utilization 

of the soil and for establishing new means 

of existence and the land ressources started 

running out which soon resulted in a major 

crisis for the Walser economy. 
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The wasler farm and Alpine agriculture

The establishment of cultivated land was 

an extensive enterprise and required many 

years of hard labor. First it was necessary to 

deforest and to reclaim land, thereafter the 

water was channeled from the glaciers down 

to the pastures and then the types of seeds 

and cattle had to be selected by taking the 

environmental conditions into considerati-

on. (...) It was necessary to establish roads 

and bridges in order to establish connec-

tions with the pastures, markets, parishes 

and monsteries and to make the mountain 

passes accessible. These roads often exten-

ded through glaciers, on the edge of ravines 

or through impervious forest. The conditi-

ons that the settlers were confronted with 

required solutions and the development of 

new experiences and techniques that the 

medieval peasant had not been familiar with. 

It is obviously no coincidence that the Walser 

settlements were established in a time that 

accelarated the development of agricultu-

re by extensive technological changes. The 

wheel plough was invented and the harrow 

and other tools were introduced. a signifi-

cant innovation for the Alpine farmer was for 

instance the apparently modest invention of 

another type of sickle with a blade that was 

inclined towards the grip and that made it 

much easier to cut the grass on steep slo-

pes.

For the beginnings of the colonization peri-

od, settlements with scattered buildings were 

very typical and can be found throughout the 

entire settlement region of the Walser. The 

development of small housing communities 

– such as can be encountered in many Walser 

colonies today – dates back to another peri-

od of establishment that took place after the 

initial economic balance of the Walser sett-

lements that had already ceased. 

The design of individual farms had alrea-

dy prevailed in the original homeland in 

Oberwallis, whereas the present nucleated 

villages around Goms had only been establis-

hed at the end of the Middle Ages. The village 

of Ulrichen had for instance once consisted 

of not less than fifteen individual settle-

ments. However, avalnches and floods forced 

the population of Oberwallis to erect their 

homes in a safe location and grouped closely 

together. (...) The Alpine settlers were often 

allocated square plots that were located next 

to each other along the slope if the conditi-

ons enabled such. The ‘vertical’ arrangement 

of the individual properties allowed for the 

gradual utilization of the soil. The lower part 

of the estate usually bordered the river and 

was most of the time separated by a stream 

or a fence from neighboring properties. The 

forest that extended above the farms was 

the border to the Alpine pastures. The enti-

re building complex – that consisted of the 

residential building, stables, hayrick, gra-

naries, furnace and the well – was situated in 

the center of the farm, almost always on the 

same level as neighboring homes and it was 

also connected with them through a road that 

also served as an entryway to the center of 

the valley, where the church and the cemeta-

ry were located, as well as a connection to the 

outside world. Different cultures were culti-

vated on the land in different altitudes; thus 

the sowing and the harvest were conducted 

on different days of the following crop year 

for each altitude. The most fertile soil was 

utilised by the Wasler for cultivating crops 

whereas the less fertile ones for grassland 

that provided the hay supply for the cattle 

during the winter periods. Barns were placed 

on the edge of the farm in order to store hay 

and feed. 

The highest strip of land (or sometimes a 

piece of land that had been deforested and 

was located below the Alpine pastures) was 

utilized for grassland in the spring or 

fall. Also a swath was performed on these 

Maiensäss – also referred to as Vorsass, 

Maien or monte (‘mountain’)-during a good 

year. If the Maiensässe were located remo-

tely from the farms – such as in Pomatt- 

the farmer’s family moved due to practical 

reasons up on the hill for the duration of 

the summer. 

The economy on the farm was based on the 
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labil balance between the short and warm 

season, that involved much crop production 

on each peiace of land and the winter when 

the stored supplies had to enable “hiberna-

tion” for humans and animals. Due to these 

reasons the Walser were familiar with rather 

varied agriculture. On the one hand they 

raised cattle and produced milk and cheese 

and on the other hand they performed stre-

nuous Alpine agriculture.  (...)

They inhabited regions in the mountains that 

often were, despite not having any large dif-

ferences in altitude, still suitable for rai-

sing crops. The average annual percipitation 

never exceeded 140 cm and was distributed 

over a period of maximum 130 days. We can 

nowadays encounter Wasler settlements in 

all of those regions that are suitable for rai-

sing crops in terms of altitude, location and 

rainfall. According to credible sources, the 

Walser raised crops even in very high places 

– such as in Findelen above Zermatt where 

rye was cultivated at 2100m: Agriculture in 

the end was a significant component of each 

self-supporting economy and is fundamental 

for human nutrition, even if it was limited to 

a few, particularly resistant cultures. (...)

However, the majority of the land was utilized 

for grassland, and it was cattle breeding that 

was the most important economic factor for 

the settlers. The amount of cattle that could 

be raised on the farm was often dependent 

upon the ratio that was difficult to predict 

between the amount of feed that was required 

in winter and the pasture rights during the 

summer. In most Walser colonies these uti-

lization rights that each Alpine farm was 

entitled to were not proportionate to its size, 

but to the amount of harvested hay. (...)

The irrigation of the grassland and pastures 

was for sure one of tasks that was characte-

ristic for the struggle of the Walser farmers 

concerning the Alpine region. A number of 

remainders of canals that had once trans-

ported the water to the farms sometimes over 

large distances still attest nowadays to their 

monumental accomplishments. In order to 

establish the sophisticated canal system con-

sisting of wooden gutters or ditches on their 

land, the settlers utilized designated tools; 

they had also established meticulous regu-

lations concerning the maintenance and the 

order of the usage of the cooperative water 

canals: Written proof – in the form of verdicts 

and sales of water rights etc. – can be found 

for the entire colonization area. The oldest 

testimony of these great artistic monuments 

dates back to the year 1351: The community 

of Fiesch and Fieschertal in Oberwallis gave 

the Martisberger people a permit to erect 

an aqueduct through the Alps and to collect 

the necessary timber and stones. The gut-

ter extended through a length of six meters 

starting at the kleiner Märjelensee at 2,367 m 

near the Aletschgletscher down to the farms 

of Martisberg. (...)

The pastures that were utilized by the Walser 

during the summer were located on the land 

that they had obatined and were thus cultiva-

ted in an individual manner just as the entire 

organization of the planned settlement on the 

closed farms had been structured individu-

ally. At the beginnings of this late medieval 

migration the concept of community was still 

unknown; it only gradually established itself 

in the life of the Walser people though collec-

tive interests such as jurisprudence or reli-

gious life that generally involved more than 

one farm. Here it should be rather referred 

to as a closed corporation such as defined by 

cultural anthropologists instead of commu-

nity- as this term is easily misunderstood. 

However, this initial individualistic orien-

tation did not prevent the Walser economy 

from developing more and more communal 

characteristics. This is illustrated through 

the example of water canals, the construc-

tion of roads between the individual farms or 

the manufacturing of rafts, and of utilizing 

forest and natural pastures.  (...)

The administration of the Alpine area reflects 

this historical development in a surprising 

manner and demonstrates once more how 

well the Walser farmers adapted to the envi-

ronmental conditions. (...) The Alpine quota 

were calculated upon the area expansion of 
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the farm in the valley or upon the amount of 

hay that was available during the winter; they 

were engraved on separate wooden signs or 

Tessel. Every change of the farm size and the 

acquisition of new Alpine rights that was con-

nected to such was registered here. The woo-

den deeds were maintained in double edition: 

one copy was stored by the owner and one by 

the Alpine director. They can be distingu-

ished through the house signs – some sort 

of a family crest – that were also used for 

many other purposes and were carved onto 

tools and furniture, into wood or iron.  (...)

The farm was a familial, economic and social 

unit – closed and autarkic – and formed the 

core of the Walser society; its indivisibility 

endured the first centuries of its history. 

(...) However, this balance was doomed to fail 

in the course of the generations. The problem 

concerning the indivisibility of the farms 

fixed the focus of a previously hardly recog-

nized aspect of the Walser economic history. 

During the entire colonization period – bet-

ween the 13th and 15th centuries – the Walser 

had always known a dual economic system: 

on the one hand a ‘permanent’ economy that 

involved agriculture and cattle breeding in 

the form of self-sustaining Alpine agricul-

ture that was performed with tenacity and 

persistence on the reclaimed land; and on 

the other hand basic colonial activities, that 

is a semi-nomadism resulting through mig-

ration, and the clearing and reclaiming of 

land. As long as there was enough land that 

could be inhabited, the economy of the sett-

ler families was based on both components: 

The first born son or another son remained 

on his father’s farm; the others migrated 

and attained new land in order to establish 

new farms – that they in turn left for one of 

their sons – and forced the others to revert 

back to the laborious but also adventurous 

life as colonists. 

This can also be seen as the most elementary 

explanation for the tight-knit and continuous 

phenomenon of the Walser colonization acti-

vities. After the most remote Alpine areas 

had been cultivated this dual economic sys-

tem steered inevitably into a crisis and as 

a result the initially closed farms had to be 

divided. This was also the end of an era of 

the Walser economy – of that which was based 

on the dual enterprise of colonization acti-

vities and self-sustaining farms – and the 

beginning of a new one that forced the Wasler 

population to supplement their income from 

agriculture and cattle breeding increasingly 

by other occupations – such as the carrying 

of cargo, mining, seasonal migration etc. 

An Alpine road network

Trade via the mountain passes had supple-

mented the economy that was based on agri-

culture and was subjected to climatic and 

seasonal insecurity factors from early on. It 

also seems to have played a significant role 

for the selction of the clearing area, if for 

instance certain regions were more favored 

because they were located along transalpine 

connections. 

The conecpt of the closed and completely 

independent Wasler farm without contact to 

the outside world is more of a myth than rea-

lity. Particularly where the colonial contracts 

stipulate monetary contributions, economic 

systems were in existence that were connec-

ted to the exchange of goods. The settler sold 

their surplus products – such as cattle, meat 

and particularly cheese – in order to obtain 

money that could be used to purchase goods 

that they could not produce themselves. (...) 

This involved seasonal markets for cattle and 

goods and the Walser were often able to reach 

them only after a long journey via passes or 

glaciers. Some markets were located in the 

middle of the Alpine region and were held 

on the occasion of religious celebrations or 

agricultural dates such as sowings, harvest 

or Alpine descent. Other cattle markets were 

held in the large centers down in the valley. 

(...)

The Walser did not only cross the mountain 

passes in order to reach the markets and to 

perform their barter transactions, but also 

in order to reach more remote summer pas-

tures: 
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The Walliser of Törber above Visp migrated 

each year more than 70 kilometers in order 

to graze their herds on the pastures of 

Obersaar on the Grimsel in Bremen.

 Some herds marched in the same way from 

the Niederwald in the unterer Goms up to 

the Rhone valley and crossed the pass and 

the glacier of the Gries in order to spend 

the summer on the Bettelmatt in Pomatt. 

Similar cattle migrations were also observed 

in Graubünden, where the Walser of Mompé-

Medel had reached in the 15th century their 

summer pastures at the bottom of the glacier 

in the further end of Val Sumvitg by crossing 

the Fuorcla de Lavaz; or also in the region of 

Tannberg (Vorarlberg), where the Alpine pas-

tures were located in the valley that leans on 

one side toward the Danube and on the other 

toward the Rhine valley. 

These trails were usually utilized for trans-

humance, but were also often used for reli-

gious purposes. The settlers of Campello for 

instance carried their dead to the cemetery 

in Rimella up until the end of the 16th cen-

tury and used for this purpose – just like 

the sheperds of Rimella that directed their 

cattle into the Valstrona on the pasture – the 

pass at the Strönerfurku. Also the Walser of 

Galtür buried their deceased at a more remo-

te cemetery, in Ardez (Engadin), and had to 

cross the 2,773 m high Futshöl-Pass for this 

purpose. (...)

Aside from these transit routes that connec-

ted the settlements of the Walser via moun-

tain passes with markets, summer pastures 

or parishes and places of pilgrimage, also 

those routes existed that enabled contact 

between the Walser amongst each other or 

to autochthonic settlers of neighboring val-

leys and that established a dense economic, 

social or religious connection. However, this 

road network did not extend through the bot-

tom of the valley, but was established high 

up in the mountains – between a pass and a 

small passage – across a glacier or along a 

mountain ridge. Those were the routes that 

were frequented by the Alpine population 

every day: “These streets are here” - , wrote 

Luigi Zanzi – “in order to enable life in the 

Alps; thus the system of road connections 

started to gradually establish that which 

enabled the crossing of the Alps.”

The development of the medieval road sys-

tem in the Alps is connected to this complex 

Alpine road network within the Alps that was 

gradually established – section by section 

– by those people that used to live high up 

in the mountains. “Every road” -noted Zanzi 

- “is established in historical terms through 

overlaps of repeatedly frequented routes; 

some of the large transalpine trade routes 

were the result of drifts established by the 

changing of pastures.” 

After the opening of the Alps, trade was con-

centrated on an increasing number of roads 

and the location of the Walser settlements 

played an important role within the Alpine 

transportation system. Jean François Bergier 

commented on this phenomenon: “The ques-

tion is to which extent had transhumance 

established new possibilities for commer-

cial traffic – and the question illustrates the 

profound interaction between the two most 

important components of Alpine agriculture: 

cattle breeding and transportation.” 

Farmers and cargo carriers 

Wherever the Walser settlements were located 

near mountain passes or along the large and 

small transit routes, the activities connected 

to the transportation of goods had always 

formed an important addition to the tradi-

tional economic system that was based on 

agriculture and cattle breeding. In the cen-

tral Alps the Walser population contributed 

twofold to the historical development of the 

transalpine trade: firstly, they established 

new roads and secondly they were also active 

cargo carriers. 

Considering the old road network around 

the Monte Rosa or the numerous passages 

around the Gotthard region and the Alpine 

region around Rätien it becomes clear to 

which extent the highest settlements have 

contributed ever since the 13th century in 

these valleys for establishing a road system 
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within the Alpines and also a transalpine net-

work which would have never been feasible 

centuries prior.

The establishment of new roads – in the 

beginning in order to be able to live there 

and later to enable trade as well – was main-

ly based on the technological contribution 

of these people that had adapted so well to 

the challenges in the mountains. A number 

of artistic monuments whose completion 

required the skills of loggers, carpenters 

and blacksmiths as well as many years of 

experience with everyday life in the moun-

tains: overcoming of ravines and differences 

in altitude – the construction of stone steps 

and footbridges along ravines – establi-

shing barriers along cliffs or in avalanche 

areas. (...) The necessity to navigate in an 

environment full of natural obstacles – to 

improve the soil, to build houses and work-

shops (such as sawmills and mills opera-

ted through hydraulic power) or to develop 

avalanche barriers, to construct tools for 

agriculture and to channel the water down 

from the mountains etc. – had forced the 

Walser to utilize the wood from the forest 

in an efficient way, furthermore to hammer 

stones with wooden wedges or to split them 

with water that was turned into ice – and to 

subsequently perfect a variety of techniques 

used in wood and iron processing. An examp-

le for artistic Alpine carpentry is mentioned 

in 1343: A barter contract between Albertus 

von Sax and Contius von der Alp Monegan 

im Rheinwald stipulates that the later one 

is supposed to transfer the pastures of 

Andergia in exchange for the Alp Cazea and to 

furthermore construct a wooden bridge. Such 

technological possibilities were utilized in 

order to establish and improve new trade 

routes throughout the Alpine region. (...)

By carrying cargo the people supplemented 

their agricultural activities in a positive way 

and to bridge periods when not cultivating 

the land. During the harvest period the car-

riers became farmers again and the goods 

remained in the Susten which subsequent-

ly resulted in complaints voiced by custo-

mers because the delivery of the goods was 

delayed. During the winter, when cultivation 

ceased, the farmer resumed his occupation 

as a cargo carrier. The best time for trans-

porting goods was between October, as well 

as the winter period. If the connections were 

blocked due to snowfall or avalanches, oxes 

had to pave the passages by preceding the 

convoy of goods through the freshly fallen 

snow. Nonetheless the carriers were always 

endangered by the white death and many cha-

pels along the passes still exhibit ex-voto 

signs with names and dates that remind one 

of incidences during particularly harsh win-

ters. (...) 

The transport of goods through the Alps 
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was performed in two ways during the late 

Middle Ages: Firstly through the merchants 

that conducted their business directly and 

accompany their goods – particularly valu-

able goods – as well as themselves on dange-

rous journeys. Aside from these representa-

tives of different trading companies that had 

manpower and pack animals at their disposal 

also organized transportation. (...) The other 

somewhat older way of transporting was 

the transport of goods in several legs. The 

goods were given to a number of carriers by 

shippers that transported them in different 

sections in a sort of relay from one side of 

the mountain to the other. On their way to the 

valleys the batches were given to different 

associations of carriers in order to be trans-

ported further by them along their desig-

nated section. The second transport system 

however, implied increased security because 

the local carriers were more familiar with the 

mounatins. (...)

In these and many other Walser villages along 

the transalpine trade routes, the people did 

not only transport goods that were entrusted 

to carrier associations by the merchants 

from the cities. They also partly began to 

trade and were the first to found commercial 

enterprises. These trader-dynasties were an 

up and coming social class within the com-

munity; they operated  in Susten and taverns 

and passed on the most beautiful estates and 

the most abundant pastures to their sons. 

The commercial activities of the Walser peo-

ple can be traced back quite far – almost 

up to the times of the settlement formati-

ons. (...) In many settlements, the way of life 

that was mainly based on the autarchy of the 

farms would have not been able to survive 

the first large logging period without this 

important factor of the Walser economy. The 

unstable balance between cattle breeding, 

agriculture and cargo carrying collapsed 

when the optimal climatic conditions of the 

end of the Middle Ages had reached their end 

and resulted in an economic regression. 

The Little Ice Age 

The climate started deteriorating in the 16th 

century and reached its peak during the fol-

lowing century and lasted – with alternating 

stages – until the end of the 19th century. 

This era was characterized by the largest 

extent of glacier formations in historic times 

and is therefore referred to as a little ice age 

in climate history. The Walser were faced with 

profound set-backs in the face of the new cli-

mate conditions. The connections established 

through the highest passes were interrupted 

through the expanding glaciers; pastures 

and cultures were destroyed – sometimes 

even residential buildings were endangered. 

A decline in temperature in average of one 

degree Celsius during a period of twenty 

years results in an expansion of the gla-

ciers by three to four hundred meters; this 

provides an explanation for the fact of how 

the extent of the glaciers was able to change 

in such a radical way in the Alps in less than 

a hundred years – between the beginning and 

the end of the 16th century. (...)

The gradual expansion of the glaciers aggre-

vated the economic crisis in the Walser com-

munities, which in turn lasted during the 

entire period of the Little Ice Age. The high-

est passes were blocked and this resulted 

in turn in increased difficulties for trans-

portation traffic; another consequence was 

the loss of meadows and pastures and some-

times even farmland whenever the glaciers 

expanded up until the valley. However, the 

highest settlement did not only face the one 

danger emanating from glaciers. The con-

tinuous sequence of cold and humid years 

that were referred to with a few exceptions as 

“small rolling valleys in floods that lasted 

for centuries“ by Emanuel Le Roi which pro-

voked an entire wave of negative factors. 

These bad years and crisis in food supplies 

were followed by famines and the plague. 

During the large epidemics of the 14th cen-

tury the Alpine regions were – apparently as 

a result of their isolated locations, but also 

due to better economic conditions – compa-

red to the places in the lowlands less affected 

by the infection. The logging business was 
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still florishing and enabled a large growth 

of the population according to the available 

resources; the demographic growth was fur-

thermore facilitated by a mild climate. 

However, during the 16th and 17th centu-

ry the conditions had changed complete-

ly: Overpopulation and scarcity of food 

had weakened the Alpine population and 

made them more susceptible to infections. 

During the years 1629 till 1631, probably the 

worst plague epidemic in European histo-

ry killed large portions of the population 

in the highest Alpine colonies from Monte 

Rosa to Graubünden and up to Vorarlberg. 

It is noted that at a farm in Pöttigau above 

Klosters, the proprietor changed nine times 

during one night. As a result of the deadly 

disease numerous settlements were depopu-

lated during the 17th century and were sub-

sequently lost. An exmaple for such is given 

by the hamlet Stürfis on the Maienfelder 

mountains that had consisted, prior to the 

outbreak of the plague, of fifteen families 

and later on, only the church bells were left 

that can be found nowadays in the parish hall 

in Maienfeld. (...)

The most remote hamlets and the less ferti-

le regions were abandoned, entire colonies 

– such as in the Calfeisen valley – were left 

behind and the Walser economy was froced 

to find a new balance. After the completion 

of the clearing and urbanization phase and 

after exhausting the resources of the Alps, 

the Walser farms were hardly able to handle 

the large number of residents during such 

unfavorable climatic conditions; agriculture 

became  - as stated previously – less and 

less profitable and cattle breeding did not 

suffice anymore to sustain the population 

that continued to grow despite of the large 

amount of disasters. 

Wherever the passages were still viable and 

the political conditions enabled as such, the 

Walser increasingly dedicated themselves to 

carrying cargo. In Pomatt, in Rheinwald and 

along the Salzstrasse in eastern Graubünden 

and in Vorarlberg transalpine trade was the 

only possible solution for acquiring the 

necessary economic resources. 

In other regions the settlers were able to 

find work in the abundant mines in the Alps 

that had been operated already prior to the 

logging period. (...)

Nonetheless, the majority of the male popu-

altion was forced to find their way, away from 

their homes. Between the 16th and the 19th 

century the seasonal and complete emigra-

tion was increasingly characteristic for the 

entire Alpine region and it changed social 

and economic structures in many Wasler 

colonies profoundly. (...) In some valleys the 

settlers were driven by their innate initiati-

ve to engage in new occupations that would 

become traditional occupations for future 

generations later on, that would continue 

the way their ancestors had establsihed. (...) 

A similar development can be observed for 

the Voralbergian Taler where emigrants had 

founded the large school of art and architec-

ture of the Vorarlbergian masters during the 

baroque period. Even though they had dif-

ferent characteristics in each valley, all of 

these Walser migrants had their high artistic 

skills in common; this can be said as for the 

plasterer master of Rima and the carvers 

of Macugnaga or Damüls, as well as for the 

hard tin craftsmen of Campello or the organ 

makers from the Goms region. 

Especially the most remote and the poorest 

valleys, generated as a very paradox phe-

nomen in the history of the Alps, surprising 

artistic developments. Luigi Zanzi wrote: 

“the will to survive produced in extreme-

ly located regions a special reaction of the 

human being...which is why the result is not a 

weakening of civilization but – from a certain 

altitude upward – an increase in complexity 

and a larger cultural density.” This appa-

rent “Alpine contradiction” was observed for 

the Wasler settlers as well as for the Walser 

emigrants and it can be traced back through 

both different and parallel chapters of the 

Walser history. “If one starts the ascent from 

the valley towards the mountains” – accor-

ding to Carlo Cattaneo – “one encounters 

another social structure. The land is almost 

23



worthless per se – except for when it is cul-

tivated by the human being: it is so to say 

the workshop of the farmer. He is almost 

always the owner of his land or otherwise the 

long term tenant. While a part of the fami-

ly continues to cultivate the land in a stre-

nuous effort, the other part of the family has 

to work in the valley or leaves to find work 

beyond the mountains and brings back the 

savings for his family, in order to enable the 

resumption of the struggle against nature 

and poverty.”

The farmhouse 

Just like in other forest regions, it is also in 

the Walser region that wood was the prevalent 

construction material. Stone was originally 

only needed for the foundation in order to 

guarantee better protection against humi-

dity of the soil. Later however – in addition 

to wood – stone was used for certain parts 

of the building, particularly for the kitchen 

or the ‘fire room’. The very old technique of 

the blockhouse was utilized and it consis-

ted of placing horizontal beams on top of 

each other and to subsequently wedge them. 

The construction of blockhouses has been 

predominant ever since the Neolithic in all 

cold regions of the world. In Europe such 

houses cannot only be found throughout the 

Alps, but also in Scandinavia, Siberia and the 

Carpathians. (...)

During the Middle Ages, the Walser farmhouse 

was built in a simpler form than the beau-

tiful, perfectly preserved buildings of the 

17th and 18th century that we still continue 

to marvel at even today and that represent 

the result of  highly devloped elements of 

technique and style. Generally, the medie-

val farmhouses did not distinguish them-

selves by the same amount of stability that 

can be found for farmhouses after the 16th 

century. The wooden construction lasted only 

for a short period and could easily be dis-

placed as they were not supported on stone 

plinths but only on wooden stilts that had 

been pushed into the ground. Such simple 

buildings were not part of the immoveable 

property of the estate of the local lords: A 

farmer that abandoned his land in order to 

establish himself somewhere else was allo-

wed to break them apart and take them with 

– just like the fences, tools and dung. Only 

after the legal requirements had been esta-

blished that guaranteed the ownership of the 

land forever did Walser architecture start 

to develop less temporary shapes in favor 

or more lasting ones. According to the few 

existing sources, the original Walser house 

consisted only of one or a maximum of two 

rooms, namely of the kitchen with the fire-

place and of the living or bedroom. While in 

Wallis and the southern colonies, the type 

with the two rooms continued to prevail that 

included the kitchen with the fireplace and the 

room that could be heated and the bedroom 

upstairs (originally just below the roof), 

in the eastern colonies a central room was 

introduced between the kitchen and the living 

room- the so-called foyer that served as the 

entrance and to heat the ovens. This floor 

plan that includes three parts is in certain 

ways comparable to the Engadiner house and 

to all Walser setllements in Graubünden and 

Vorarlberg. The oldest houses that are still 

preserved and none of those that originated 

from the 16th century, alternate this plan in 

variations such as placing the bedroom next 

to the living room. (...)

In large portions of central Europe the resi-

dential building had always been separa-

ted from other buildings. In certain areas 

however – such as around the Northern Sea, 

in Niedersachsen and in Scandinavia – the 

farmers used to live together with their live-

stock under the same roof. This phenomenon 

that is relevant for the history of the deve-

lopment of the farmhouse is also observed 

for the Walser house: Strangely, both models 

are encountered at the same time in one sin-

gle cultural landscape – such as that of the 

Walser people. While in large parts of the 

colonies the residential building continu-

ed to remain separated from the stables, in 

some parts of the southern valleys of Monte 

Rosa one type was utilized that included the 
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house, stable and barn under the same roof. 

The reasons for such were obviously of a 

practical nature and were mainly constituted 

by the climate, lack of space and the dan-

ger of avalanches and were characteristic 

for each settlement. While the style of the 

blockhouse was apparently a common cul-

tural characteristic, the floor plan differed 

between the residential part on the one hand 

and the farm building on the other hand in 

each settlement and was often determined 

by the environmental conditions. (....) The 

Walser house around Vals, Safien, Rheinwald 

and Avers is based on a common model: the 

house, stable and barn are separated. A good 

example for this style is the Aberschhuus 

(Avers house) dating back to the beginnings 

of the 16th century in Vals and it is belie-

ved to have been constructed by the Averser 

people. The house remained uninhabited 

after the times of the reformation because 

– according to popular belief - the ghost of 

the former builder and owner haunts there. 

The building has the floor plan with a foyer 

that is typical for the Walser houses of the 

region and that separates the stonewalled 

kitchen from the wooden living room. This is 

observed in the colonies that were establis-

hed by settlers from the Rheinwald, as well 

as for the settlements Tschamutt, Obersaxen 

and Mutten. However, the oldest buildings 

that were built in the 16th century differ from 

the classic model of the Gotthardhaus: here 

the kitchen is also made entirely of wood. 

Obermutten is by the way, the only village 

in Graubünden with a church that is entirely 

made of wood. The barns that are less fre-

quent in glacier valleys such as Pomatt or 

Rheinwald are more characteristic for the 

inner colonies of  Rätien between Obersaxen, 

Langwies and Davos. In Obersaxen – just like 

in the entire region around Disentis – aside 

from granaries the Histen that are high 

scaffolds for drying out ditches are widely 

used. The same constructions – referred to 

as rascane –were once popular in the Blenio 

valley and the Leventina and replace the 

tarbe found in the Maggia valley. The large 

frames served for storing the grain bundles 

for ripening prior to the threshing process. 

Of all the Walser settlements of Graubünden 

it was in Obersaxen and Langwies that the 

most intensive cultivation of grain could be 

observed. Once again the Walser house can 

be found in a different design in the land-

scape of Davos. The oldest buildings that are 

constructed in the style of the blockhouse do 

not consist of larch beams that are uncut in a 

quadrangular shape but that were debarked. 

The kitchen is – just like in Mutten – made 

of wood; stones were only used for the foun-

dation. The Davos house had only copied the 

pattern of the floor plan with three rooms 

that were used in the Oberer Bund; a typical 

example for this is the granary with sur-

rounding wooden frames that remind one of 

the Algneser house. This style is also found 

in some Vorarlbergian towns such as in 

Bürstegg on the Tannberg, which is the high-

est settlement of the region. In Davos and the 

neighboring Prättigau – which has a similar 

architecture – the residential buildings are 

always separated from the stables.The 

Vorarlbergian house has changed conside-

rably with time in respect to its original style 

that was passed down through the records of 

the master carpenter Bretsch who used to 

live in Damüls. While during the 18th century 

in Wallis and Graubünden the twin house 

design was prevalent (two residential buil-

dings under the same roof, usually separa-

ted by a wall), starting from the 16th century 

in Vorarlberg a style of home for a family 

developed that had sometimes a rather com-

pliacted floor plan. Karl Ilg analyzed for 

example a Wasler house in Laterns whose 

oven was able to heat aside from the living 

room, five other rooms. The residential buil-

dings that were often described by builders 

are partly very old – for example also the 

house of the landammann of Fontanella in the 

Great Walser Valley or that in Stubenbach at 

the Tannberg that was built in 1597 – serve as 

examples for the original utilization of 

masonry and wood for the blockhouse that 

used to complement each other. A house in 
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Stubenbach that had been constructed in 

1626 is made of a core piece (kitchen and 

foyer that is built of bricks and is surroun-

ded by rooms that are entirely made of wood. 

Also in Vorarlberg the residential building 

– that was referred to as  Heimat (homeland) 

by the Walser people – used to be separated 

from the remaining parts of the building. 

Around the Tannberg region and the Mittelberg 

remarkable exceptions can be found where 

the cowshed is located away from the resi-

dential building, whereas the horse stable or 

the roost are under the same roof together 

with the residential building. In Lech in 

Vorarlberg and in St. Antönien in Prättigau 

stables and barns are sometimes located 

immediately next to the residential building. 

However, particularly the examples in 

St.Antörnen that were analyzed by Richard 

Weiss demonstrate that in such cases the 

residential and the farm building are built 

next to one another and are separated by a 

common wall. This design was mainly imposed 

due to a lack of space within the avalanche 

regions and was certainly not a result of the 

close cohabitation of humans and animals 

such as was found in Alagna. (...) The common 

utilization of wood and stone as was typical 

for the Gotthard house provides interesting 

cues for the development of the Walser house. 

From Pomatt until Graubünden stone became 

increasingly important in many valleys and 

stonework became – particularly in places 

that were characterized by economic growth 

due to trade and the carrying of cargo – bet-

ween the 18th and 19th century the symbol of 

wealth and stability. Houses made of stone 

were also protected better against fire and 

some of the Walser villages that were origi-

nally constructed with wood and perished in 

huge fires that destroyed entire agglomera-

tions were later reconstructed with stone. 

Also the longitudinal wooden shingles that 

had been widely used until the 16th century 

in order to cover the houses throughout the 

entire colony were gradually replaced by 

stone plates. The new technique influenced 

the entire structure of the house to where 

now it had to carry much more weight and 

changed the pitch of the roof and the appea-

rance of the entire building. That becomes 

particularly apparent wherever – like in 

Canza – log houses were built in the 16th 

century that can be admired next to buildings 

from the 19th century. All Walser houses had 

the stove for heating the rooms in common. 

Werner Rösener wrote: “The invention of the 

stove and the possibility of rooms, that were 

used during the day, to be heated without the 

production of smoke was a significant pro-

gress for medieval rural living.” Therefore, 

the parlor was heated with the stove very 

commonly in the Alpine area and on the nort-

hern side of the Alps – wherever winters were 

very cold. The stove – for example made of 

soapstone – was placed against a wall or in 

a corner of the living room and was heated 

through a wicket from the foyer or directly 

from the kitchen. The parlor – the comfortab-

le living room that is lined with larch wood 

on the sunny side – was heated uniformly 

and lastingly without the formation of smoke 

in the room. Such a parlor that was heated in 

such a simple and effective way has been 

known according to experts ever since the 

12th century; it was originally developed in 

southern Germany and spread then to Upper 

Bavaria and the Alpine regions. In Bavaria 

where it was praised by the popular poet 

Neidhart von Reuental as the center of cultu-

ral life it had been certainly prevalent ever 

since the 13th century. The Walser had pro-

bably known the parlor from the beginnings 

of their colonial activities; their “invention” 

may even have influenced colonization in a 

positive way. Particularly in the higher sett-

lements, the survival of the settlers was 

determined by some sort of human hiberna-

tion that could last as long as seven or eight 

months. Without this effective measure 

against the harshness of the winter, settle-

ments in high altitudes – where firewood was 

partly very scarce and the people would have 

been forced to spend the entire period of the 

winter months in cold and/or smoky rooms 

– would never have been possible.
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Excerpt from Enrico Rizzi: „Geschichte der Walser“, Verlag Bündner Monatsblatt , Chur 1994.
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THE OLD - NEW

INTRODUCTION

It is a well known phenomenon in the Alps 

that the younger generation moves away 

from their roots in the fringe alpine region 

to the bigger cities in the hope to realize 

their dreams. Anywhere where tourism did 

not become well-established or is not further 

economically interesting, whole generations 

leave their houses, stables, barns to try and 

continue their lives in the city.

VISION

This new tradition of weekend houses in the 

mountains, as we can see all over Switzerland, 

Liechtenstein and other nations in the alps, 

is not a way the abandoned villages can be 

revitalised, because they add no social, eco-

nomical, cultural value to these places and 

its context, they stand still. 

Therefore Steg should have a bigger impact 

use than just the normal usage of 24 hours 

a week by those weekend residents. It should 

be given to people who want to live there and 

use the space on a full time base. But we know 

that a “walser-usage” is not working anymo-

re. So we have to find new patrons and ways 

to “revitalize”. We want to re-establish that 

relation, dialogue between old and young and 

the cultural heritage of the Alps in a modern 

way. Before we come straight to the point we 

have to face one more thing to understand 

our vision.

VISION

A well known but not so public spoken phe-

nomenon is that our grandmothers, grand-

fathers, mothers and fathers are given away 

to pension houses, which structures we all 

know are already quite old fashioned and do 

not work human or social any more. Living 

in blocks, facing walls, no going out, con-

nection failure to the outer world, in physi-

cal and spiritual darkness waiting for their 

end, family lost, for nothing worth… It’s the 

younger generation that has to react and 

we as architects can open minds and start a 

thinking process:

SCENARIO FOR STEG

This “beautiful area” is well connected to 

Malbun, a formerly ski resort at the dead 

end of the valley, its neighbour villa-

ge Triesenberg which is situated at 700 m 

above sea level and to Vaduz, the capital 

of Liechtenstein. The needed infrastructure 

(roads, paths, bus transport, hotel, restau-

rant, houses, church) and necessary connec-

tions already exist in Steg, so why not use it: 

LIVING COMUNITIES CONNECTING GENERATIONS.

We will have a village, young and old living 

together, sharing their lives, exchanging 

experiences, helping, talking to each other, 

being creative in a social and natural way 

surrounded by a powerful landscape. Steg 

could be a perfect place for that, but we see 

the scenario bigger, we are talking about the 

whole Alps and further… It’s up to the poli-

tics to discuss about that, to get a thinking 

process started… 

31



32



HIKE 1: NENZINGER HIMMEL - TRIESENBERG

Triesenberg is the highest (700 to 2,000 m 

above sea level) and in terms of area size 

the largest municipality in the Principality 

of Liechtenstein. Presently the municipali-

ty has ca. 2,700 residents. The locals are 

proud of their Walser heritage and have 

continued to speak a well preserved Walser 

dialect that is full of vitality. This is exactly 

what sets Triesenberg apart as a municipa-

lity with its own character from the other 

municipalities in the valley in Liechtenstein.  

Typical hamlet settlements formed with ham-

lets such as Üenaboda, Rotaboda, Fromahus, 

Steinord, Wangerbärg and Litzi. The counts 

of Werdenberg were the landlords of the 

Walser in Triesenberg. The land was granted 

to the new settlers in the form of free fiefdom 

in connection with the free right of move-

ment. Additionally, the Walser of Triesenberg 

had the right to stipulate punishment and 

penances according to their traditions. The 

first settlement of the Walser was establis-

hed on the terrace of Masescha (1250m) where 

shortly after a sanctified chapel was erected 

for the Walser saint Theodul. For the settle-

ments of the Walser it was typical to separate 

the house from the stables. The stable was 

always located a little ways away from the 

residential building. In case of a fire their 

possessions would therefore not be destroy-

ed. They mainly built wooden houses. The 

basement and generally the part of the house 

that was situated on the slope, particularly 

the kitchen, were supported by stonewalls. 

Originally the houses were built using wood 

logs. The splices of which were filled with 

moss. The Walser had left the overpopulated 

Oberwallis that had been their homeland in 

the heart of the western Alps, that is nowa-

days the area of Vorarlberg around the turn 

of the 13th to the 14th centuries.
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SITUATION

The local population has almost completely 

migrated from the valley. The existing cultu-

ral and agricultural landscape is represen-

tive of an image that has lost its basis and 

its local social life has disappeared from 

the immediate surroundings. The remnant 

landscape is maintained by an agriculture 

that has changed due to a process of econo-

mies of scale. Monetary subsidies to cattle 

and meadow agriculture are likley to be cut 

short in the near future. Because of this cir-

ciumstances its very difficult to find the best 

fitting solution for this sensitive area. 

That is the reason why we decided to make 

six different suggestions which are exag-

gerated to explore the ins and outs of the 

various projects. All these different kinds of 

solutions are the result of our group brain-

storming. To realize such a project it would 

be necessary to analyse the region carefully 

and to get in touch with the dwellers, inter-

view them about thier needs and ask them 

about their suggestions for improvements.

FIRST PROJECT: NOTHING

The project nothing means that there will be 

no interventions. This project deals with the 

assumption that the place Faschina Joch will 

die and the place will be given back to nature. 

The buildings at this place will collapse and  

wild animals will life in this pure nature.

SECOND PROJECT: CURTAIN WALL

In contrast to the first project the second 

project  will get a place which will be overrun 

with tourism after a certain time. Because 

Faschina Joch will be surrounded by a cur-

tain wall which will be a tourism-protection 

for the dwellers the tourists will get curios 

what is behind these blowing curtain walls.

THIRD PROJECT: AIR MUSEUM

This project collects the old history of the 

Walser. Also the houses of the dwellers will 

be concentrated at a specific area to show 

the people how difficult it is lifing up in the 

mountains.

 

FOURTH PROJECT: BIOFARM

Also this project tries to emphasize the way 

of lifing with agriculture. Families will get 

the opportunity to spend at Faschina Joch 

their holidays for lifing and working with the 

farmers. They should appreciate the breatht-

aking view.

FIFTH PROJECT: LOCALS

The main idea of this project is that the 

locals benefit from the monetary subsidies 

of the government. Also cooperation will be 

founded.

SIXTH PROJECT: SKYSCRAPER

The last project points out the opposite of the 

five other projects. At one specific point all 

the infrastructure will be concentrated. This 

will be a possible solution to earn money.

FROM NOTHING TO SKYSCRAPER 39
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HIKE 2: THÜRINGERBERG – ST. GEROLD – BLONS – SONNTAG – BUCHBODEN – DAMÜLS

After the road sign of Thüringerberg the 

Walser trail takes a right turn and crosses 

the Rottobel. Thereafter we pass a ravine and 

the following destination is the Propstei St. 

Gerold. It is worth a visit and furthermore 

one is able to stop and eat in an elegant 

atmosphere. Our hike continues thereafter 

further towards the Blons-Stausee. At the 

sign «Gemeinde Blons (municipality Blons)» 

the sign «Walserweg» points along the edge 

of the forest toward Garsella. We continue 

towards Garsella at the turnoff to the Stausee 

Raggal. Past a freight road the Walser trail 

meets a ravine and leads to Garsella. First 

we cross the Lutzbrücke and continue along 

the Walser towards the valley and arrive 

thereafter at another bridge that crosses 

the Lutz. Past the soccer field we cross the 

bridge and take a right turn to the Walser 

trail towards Buchboden. Starting at the 

carpentry-workshop, shortly after the turn 

towards Buchboden, there is a marked path 

that extends along the Seebergbach. Signs 

are posted by the homeland tradition asso-

ciation that provide information about the 

population and the history of the valley along 

the way. After a while on the road a freight 

road at the postal service vehicle station 

Säge extends uphill near the stream. Exactly 

where this path meets a junction we continue 

towards the right on a grassy trail towards 

the chapel. We subsequently cross the street 

and at the road sign „Fontanella-Faschina“ 

enter a designated trail that extends further 

as the „Walserweg Faschina-Damüls“.  After 

the chapel we continue on the road towards 

the Faschinajoch. The church of Damüls that 

is visible from afar was erected in 1484 on 

a hill and has been placed under historic 

preservation for ancient monuments. The 

ancient frescos are still well preserved.
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LAND ART 

The proposal of land art is deemed as an 

appropriate and befitting intervention as it 

serves as a reminder of the way the people 

live with the land. The notion of reminiscing 

the silver miners in the region of the silber-

tal may be expressed through the paths of 

grass/wheatfield traced across the land as 

it represents the lines of the mines under-

ground. Echoes of the sounds of the mining 

works and coloured lights on the moun-

tainscape serves as the recall of the colours 

of the stones mined from the land. In future, 

land artists  may be invited to intervene in 

the apline landscape to reinforce the genius 

loci of the place through connecting to the 

cultural character traced and excised from 

the land.

YESTERDAY

- farmhouses in the fields (the basis for 

living)

- new houses were built in a free field

- loose  connection between the houses

- center in the valley

TODAY

- the foreign job makes the connection in the 

valley important

- new houses  were built at the road

- the aerial railway  was   built  for the tou-

rism

 

TOMORROW

- use the cabelcar as a fast and comfortable 

transportation system for the locals

- new houses should be built near the  stati-

ons of the cablecar

- telecommunication can be used for the job

- by the higher density at the stations  the 

social live should be supported

PUBLIC FACILITIES

- shadow during the winter

- new houses 

CABLECAR 47
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Auf dem Bergrücken zwischen dem Montafon und 

dem Klostertal lebten einst Walserfamilien, die 

zu Beginn des 14. Jahrhunderts hier einwander-

ten. „Ich erinnere mich an die Pfade. die durch die 

Obstgärten und Felder der Bauernhöfe am Hügelhang 

über dem Dorf hinaufführten, und an die warmen 

Bauernhäuser mit ihren grossen Öfen und den rie-

sigen Holzhaufen im Schnee.  “Der dies schrieb, war 

beleibe kein Walser, sondern kein Geringerer als 

der amerikanische Schriftsteller Ernest Hemingway, 

der vom November 1925 bis Ostern 1926 in Schruns 

weilte. Auch unser Weg geht jenen von Hemingway 

erwähnten Hügelhang hinauf, wobei uns unzählige 

Möglichkeiten zur Auswahl angeboten werden, um die 

Streusiedlung von Bartholomäberg mit ihren rund 

2000 Einwohnern zu erreichen. Bartholomäberg 

gilt als die älteste Gemeinde im Montafon, die 

schon zur Zeit der Karolinger bestand. Auch die 

Pfarrei der Siedlung besteht schon seit dem Jahre 

1100 und war die Mutterkirche der Pfarreien von 

Silbertal und Schruns. Im Mai 1729 legte Pfarrer 

Johann Franz Marent den Grundstein zur heute noch 

bestehenden Barockkirche, die 1734 durch Bischof 

Benedikt von Rost aus Chur eingeweiht wurde. Sie 

ist ein Musterbeispiel für das landschaftliche 

Einfühlungs- und Eingliederungsvermögen in der 

Barockzeit. Der Innenraum vermittelt einen über-

wältigenden Eindruck. Ein aussergewöhnliches 

Meisterwerk ist die einmanualige Orgel vom Ende 

des 18. Jahrhunderts, eine der klangschönsten 

Barockorgeln in ganz Österreich. Eingestürzte 

Zugänge zu den Stollen sind heute noch erkennbar, 

obwohl der Zerfall des Bergbaus im Silbertal schon 

mit der Entdeckung Amerikas begann, weil von dort 

sehr bald billiges Silber nach Europa gelangte. 

Die Wirren des Dreissigjährigen Krieges brachten 

dann den Bergbau im Silbertal völlig zum Erliegen.

An den ehemaligen Bergbau erinnert aber auch 

die St. Agatha-Kirche in der Nähe der Passhöhe. 

Bergknappen zum Dank für ihre Rettung gebaut 

worden, berichtet die Sage. 

HIKE 3: BARTHOLOMÄBERG - KRISTBERG - SCHRUNS 49
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SITUATION OF ST. ANTÖNIEN TODAY

People work in tourism and farming. Some 

of them work as kindergarden nurses or as 

teachers. Some of them are experts in handy-

craft. Children meet on sundays at curch 

for singing and drawing sessions. The new 

apartment buildings will only be used at the 

weekends.

Age  0-16       56  persons 

Age  17-25 23 

Age  25-35 23 

Age  35-50 76 

Age  50- 76 

Total                  254

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT

1. Family friendly tourism 

Nature - warm - intemate scale

animals - no bounderies - picnic - barbecue 

- hiking - camping 

learning:

informative - experience - responsibility              

- independent - practical 

2. Conference companies 

nature - silence - beauty - focus - privacy 

- developing skills 

3. Local people  

Contextual design - business orientated - 

distinguished character - interview with 

locals 

Imaginations of the future:

life and work 82% 

save the culture of the village 90% 

save the landscape and nature 93% 

development should not only focus on tou-

rism 90% 

new ideas are appreciated as long as the 

village benefits from 95%

DYNAMIC ST. ANTÖNIEN 55
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St. Antönien does not have a village center in 

the traditional sense, only around the church 

that was erected in 1493   are there individual 

houses that are situated in which form a so-

called square. Agriculture has always been 

the ideal form of employment in St. Antönien, 

but the population had been threatened by 

avalanches throughout the centuries. The 

houses have been protected according to 

human judgment ever since 1977 before this 

threat; in the course of 24 years the largest 

avalanche barrier in Switzerland had been 

constructed with the support of the federa-

tion and the cantons. The first destination 

on our leg is the Carschinafurgga at 2221 m. 

First we hike in the valleys towards Partnun, 

where we also will stay overnight. Thereafter 

we continue our steep ascent past the Meder 

to the Brunnenegg and arrive subsequently 

at the geologically interesting Blockstrom of 

Ganda as well as the Carschinafurgga. Even 

though we decide against climbing them, we 

are still very much impressed by these bizar-

re limestone walls and we are able to compre-

hend the words of the English philosopher, 

writer and art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900): 

«The mountains seem to have been erected as 

debts for humanity and at the same time as 

cathedrals, they are abundant in splendidly 

adorned manuscripts for scholars, benevo-

lent suppliers of simple teachings for the 

worker and abundant in the silence of seclu-

ded cloisters for thinkers and splendor of 

sanctity for the pious praying individual.»

At the western offshoots of the Drusenfluh a 

trail branches off towards the Schweizertor, 

however we continue our hike towards 

the west to the Cavällajoch, south of the 

Chirchlispitzen and reach this pass that is 

surrounded by Matten after circa an hour. 

In the north we spot the Lünersee that is of 

natural origin.

HIKE 4: ST. ANTÖNIEN - PARTNUN - SULZFLUH - SCHUDERS - SCHIERS 57
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MISSION STATEMENT

To enhance the cultural and natural environ-

ment of the Sapün valley.

Our goal is providing a mechanism for gene-

rating a restructured landscape in order to 

rebalance the changing eco-system and sup-

port sustainable forms of development.

STRATEGY

Channelising the inherent process of decom-

position in the man-made landscape into a 

positive factor for an organic and evolutio-

nary process.

METHOD

The functional relation of the elements that 

constitute the landscape will have to change 

– this means generating a new landscape. 

This process can be enhanced by complemen-

ting natural conversion tendencies – confer-

ring both meaning and beauty to it by estab-

lishing a new functional equilibrium.

Simultaneous investigations at macro and 

micro level identify the existing elements 

of the site and employ them as a generating 

force for intervention. The macro level looks 

at the scale of architecture as represented 

by a typical model barn, decomposing and 

disintegrating it into different scenarios 

along the immanent lines of dynamics of 

log construction behaviour. The decompo-

sing of the building serves as an analogy 

for the deconstruction of the landscape. It 

also serves as the very incubator of the new 

landscape. Architecture and landscape were 

initially interdependent. In its present form 

this relationship is severed as modern agri-

culture disposes of most of the barns for 

storage of hay. The abandoned barns, once 

they have fallen apart, become the starting 

point for the development of a self-reli-

ant reforestation. Between these emerging 

areas, the agriculture of cattle and meadow 

will gradually disappear. Cattle may still 

graze between these areas but on the long 

run the whole system will be directed into 

the valley below. Other forms of cultivati-

on will arise between the patches of forest 

until these finally join. Forest will eventually 

grow along patterns resembling those alrea-

dy existing in the region. Niche activities of 

housing, tourism and agriculture will com-

plement the new cultural landscape of Sapün. 

The immanent dissolution of the constructive 

systems of both architecture and landsca-

pe are synthesized and channelled into a 

natural reverting growth process. The whole 

process of creation of a new landscape is set 

free from the architecture, it becomes the 

cell for the landscape conversion. In order 

for the landscape to evolve, the house has 

to come down – the new landscape emanates 

from the debris of the old landscape. 

We have initiated and accelerated this pro-

cess with one chain-saw and a cart of sap-

lings.
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HIKE 5: CHURWALDEN - PRADEN - TSCHIERTSCHEN - SAPÜN    

Aside from the secular lords, the medieval 

monasteries played a pivotal part during 

the migration and settling periods of the 

Walser during the 13th and 14th centuries. 

The monastery in Churwalden was most like-

ly founded in 1164. In 1446 the abbey of the 

monastery was established and in 1472 the 

present church that was subsequently used 

by both religious denominations up until 

1968 was erected on the foundation of the 

old church that had burnt down. There is not 

much to be found anymore in the present 

Churwalden that reminds one of the erst-

while settlement of the Walser. The previous 

cluster of old farm houses has been replaced 

by a street village that bases its economic 

structures on tourism, trade and agricul-

ture. Our path initiates near the post office 

and leads toward the Churwaldnerberg that 

had been referred to as the «Walserberg» up 

until 1533. Our pathway extends past nume-

rous vacation homes that are scattered on 

the hill along an asphalt road heading nor-

thward and gradually upward. However, we 

then take a right turn and continue past the 

Steinbachobel toward Praden. The settling 

process in Praden had been completed by the 

end of the 15th century; the narrowly defi-

ned cultivated land is distributed amongst a 

large number of mostly smaller farms. This 

settlement with its houses dating back to the 

17th – 19th century, is very well preserved 

and is on the one hand shaped by its sur-

rounding landscape and on the other hand it 

also serves as a quiet residence for people 

who work during the day in Chur. A strict buil-

ding code counteracts urban sprawl by only 

permitting buildings that serve as perma-

nent residences. Tschiertschen has become 

a popular resort in summer and particularly 

in winter. 
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