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Profile

SOMETIMES KOLLHOFF, OTHER TIMES KOOLHAAS.  
Later starters and insiders’ tip: Knapkiewicz + Fickert from Zurich

“How would your personally account for the particular success of your work?” 
Around ten years ago the journal werk, bauen + wohnen posed this question to 
several Swiss architects. One reply was: “We are neither particularly successful, nor 
do we know the reasons why.” 

This laconic response came from Kaschka Knapkiewicz (born 1950 in Winterthur, 
Switzerland) and Axel Fickert (born 1953 in Hof, Germany) and reveals two things. 
Firstly, in the mid-1990s the interviewees still had a long way to go to reach their 
zenith, if you accept an architect’s zenith can be measured in the number of com-
missions receives. Secondly: humor. This is something that those outside Switzer-
land should realize is not to be scorned being difficult to come by in this country of 
cantons. Its people tend to be serious, strict and important – its architecture likewise. 
A fertile breeding ground for aversion towards anything not run of the mill. Which 
explains why one question the Protestant, modern, well-adjusted Swiss regularly ask 
about the works by Knapkiewicz + Fickert (K+F) is: “Is that done?“

For instance, a colleague terminated his friendship with them after they included an 
Asian capital as a reference for a project in a suburb of Zurich (simply not done!). A 
famous Swiss architecture critic wrote in Bauwelt 4/1998 what amounted by Swiss 
standards to a veritable slating of the platform roofing created for Zurich main station 
in collaboration with Meili, and Peter Archi¬tekten. The critic declared the generous 
gesture of the infinitely long, slanting surfaces of wooden slats to be “Sauglattismus” 
– a practically untranslatable Swiss term that describes everything you very definitely 
should not do (http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sauglattismus).

In 2003, adjoining this platform roofing K+F built a provisional station; the three large 
boxes of green and yellow corrugated plastic provided a cheerful splash for the town 
on the Limmat and Sihl rivers, until such time as the underground station Löwen-
strasse begins to operate. The platform roofs which were also constructed afresh, but 
look as if they had always stood there, are made of cream-colored painted steel and 
wooden supports in the traditional manner of our fathers the industrial and the arti-
san the historic and the modern – K+F do not assemble these diverse worlds to form 
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a controversial dialectics, but blur them to form an awkward whole. This explains why 
their projects are little esteemed by orthodox contemporaries. With empathy the two 
architects take up what already exists, either incorporate it – without the requisite 
glass joint – copy it in the new buildings of their own (both methods used in the 
most recent residential projects in Winterthur) or declare it to be obsolete, if as they 
see it an old house offers no further potential (as in the first residential project on 
Rigiplatz in Zurich).

It is a Swiss custom to invite fellow colleagues to see a completed building. In the 
case of K+F such events often cause distress. Small groups of architects compulsively 
clutch at their snacks and sparkling wine glasses or make a show of being extre-
mely shocked by laughing too loud. As happened at the end of last year with the 
apartment house in Wiesenstrasse in Winterthur. Even before the event, it had been 
announced that something “very special“ would be built here. The illustration on the 
invitation also tempted those who essentially thought it too cold to make such a trip: 
It depicted a liverwurst gray façade with a dent and bulbous baroque metalwork in 
front of the balconies. Moreover in connecting gutter and gutter pipe the plumber 
seemed to have consulted a sample construction catalog from the 1930s rather than 
choosing from a current range.

With sparkling wine coursing through their veins and still clutching their snacks 
the colleagues strode through the rooms – and were pleasantly surprised. By the 
checkered red-and-white marble in the hallway, the 3.86 meter high bathroom and 
one apartment whose two ends are 30 meters apart (though it is only 126 sq. meters 
large). In another apartment moving from hall to stairs, living area, stairs, and room 
involved making a complete turn. The uncertainty caused by the juxtaposition of 
a large-area of aluminum framed glass and a spacious bulbous fireplace was follo-
wed by relief: relief at the one-and-a-half storeys of space above your head; hands 
caressed the cloud-pattern lime plaster on the walls. The complicated interlocking of 
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the five apartments automatically makes you feel transported to rare vacation domi-
ciles, to Venetian palazzi infused with life or country houses in Southern France. Next 
morning no doubt many of the now sober colleagues sat at their clean desks and 
shook their heads in disbelief at the thought of the Winterthur house: “scratchwork!“

Six months later the same company met once again over sausage and beer in a dump 
not far from Baden: Rütihof. They were to visit a new, open terminal for coaches, 
nothing special, just the extension of a bus depot from way back in the 1980s. But for 
the one or other approaching this building called to mind images of catastrophes! In 
their mind’s eye a the platform roofing of a main station rushed helter-skelter into the 
adjoining provisional station. Steel buckles, bright green and shrill yellow corrugated 
plastic erupts, concrete supports tilt, while in the midst of the crash travelers conti-
nue to happily drink their coffee between slanting glass and Moroccan wall tiles, as 
if nothing had happened. Not the Office for Metropolitan Architecture is responsible 
for this scenario but the very same architects, who also (co) designed the two railway 
buildings in Zurich, namely Kaschka Knapkiewicz and Axel Fickert.

Sometimes Kollhoff, other times Koolhaas – anyone who has lost the thread will not 
be helped by what is currently the office’s most recent project, Lokomotive a larger 
residential development in the former industrial quarter of Winterthur, a town close 
to Zurich at whose university the two architects also lecture. ”Günter Behnisch – early 
1960s,“ is the tongue in cheek description the architects use for the facade of their 
building, which some would probably simply call retro. This time the complex can be 
read as a textbook on various apartment types organized in four 88 meter long rows 
– from loft through to a triplex, accessed via the roof terrace – after all, the complex 
comprises not just five but 120 apartments. Some of the apartments are reconstruc-
ted, some are pure imagination, others merge with an old factory building, the only 
physical remains of this onetime industrial complex. The whole thing is a homage 
to heavy industry, an ode to smoking chimneys and steaming steel boilers, a visual 
and spatially composed ensemble of old and new that looks old, which will surely 
succeed in thoroughly shocking the fellow architects, who have yet to inspect it. 

Colleagues, drink your fill of beer! You are gonna need it.

Apartment house , Wiesenstraße, 
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STATEMENTS BY SWISS ARCHITECTS

I see great potential in the eclecticism of Knapkiewicz + Fickert. Seeing architectural 
history as a stock of possible solutions from which we can draw inspiration, were we 
not constantly operating under the constraints of good taste, or subjecting ourselves 
to stylistic correctness. I recall a lecture a long time ago at the ETH Zurich. With his 
concept of “robust space“ Axel Fickert launched a design strategy that ran counter 
to the concept of the general contractor. At the time I understood it as a counter 
position to the widespread obsession with details, which accorded equal importance 
to everything from the door knob to the town layout. Then the search for three-di-
mensional wealth in house building – say in the competition project for Selnau. And 
finally I have vague recollections of fantastic, cartoon-like perspective  drawings.
Urs Primas,  urban projects, Zürich

It is probably no coincidence that Knapkiewicz + Fickert had to act as developers in 
order to finally put into practice their lengthy spatial experimentation (in Wiesen-
strasse, Winterthur). The fact that they were only able to realize relatively few of their 
many projects may have to do with their not always easy relationship to younger 
colleagues. Their ob¬session with complex interlocking spaces has always fascinated 
us. Their “sectional typologies“ serve us (alongside those of Loos and Ginzburg) as 
indispensable research material, employed for instance in the apartment house in 
Siewerdtstrasse in Zurich, 2006. But we also love the romantic, playful Mediterranean 
mood of the aforementioned Winterthur house, which other people consider to be 
politically incorrect in its direct visual quality. Living like you were permanently on 
vacation – what more could you want!
Daniel Niggli, EM2N, Zürich

Nobody knows better than Axel Fickert in which coffee bean store in Naples you can 
get which coffee, or what the advantages of which Citroën are. He is always spot on 
when it comes to judging quality. That also holds for architecture: Nobody is capable 
of making fun of architectural shortcomings in such an intelligent, humorous and 
accurate way as Axel Fickert. But when something pleases his critical eye he is full of 
respect and contagious enthusiasm. 
Christoph Gantenbein, Christ & Gantenbein, Basel

Some of us still have vivid recollections of the lecture on “robust space“ which Axel 
held in the late 1980s at the ETH Zurich. Even back then he addressed his unease 
about architecture, which increasingly focused on achieving the perfect detail or an 
unusual surface. Instead he called for spatial and structural robustness, which can 
withstand changes and not only allows different usage but possibly even encourages 
it. Today, the search for this robust quality continues to accompany the work of Axel 
and Kaschka; it ensures their buildings are unconventional and never boring.
Matthias Stocker, pool Architekten, Zürich
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Interview

„WE ARE TOTALLY LACKING IN ATTITUDE.“ 
KASCHKA KNAPKIEWICZ AND AXEL FICKERT ON DESIGN, KITSCH AND 
COMPUTERS  
 
You have become a cult.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
What’s that?

The housing types you conceived 20 years ago still crop up in designs by ar-
chitects young enough to be your kids.

Axel Fickert
You mean the competition entry for the Selnau residential development in Zurich, 
which we created in 1985 for the Steiger & Partner office. It only came fifth. Our 
proposal was for apartments taking up one-and-a-half storeys, which was considered 
a waste at the time. People see it differently today. Such rooms are now seen as value 
added.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
It really is crazy. You get all that stuff today. Including the loft apartments like those 
we are just now realizing from the six-year-old design for the “Locomotive“ in Winter-
thur crops up in competitions today.

You are considered to be experts for residential buildings but you have also reali-
zed projects in which the focus was on the construction. Are these both tasks that 
really call for your atmospheric approach?

Axel Fickert
The design of the platform roofing owes a lot to mood, the bus terminal also. And 
that’s something highly respected engineers find fault with.  

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
They say it is fudged.

Axel Fickert
Not without reason. We weren’t out to win any medals for the engineering.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz, Axel Fickert
www.axka.ch

Axel Fickert



You once said that the bus terminal was not “intelligent construction” and in doing 
so lashed out at the very engineers who try to conceive of space and construction 
as one. What is wrong with that?

Axel Fickert
There is nothing at all wrong with that. But the thing is there is now this idea in Swit-
zerland that it is an obligation or sorts to develop the concept solely from construc-
tional topics. But that can’t be the solution surely. There are so many things you can 
draw inspiration from.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
If we are able to choose whether we solve a problem in an atmospheric manner or via 
the construction, we would probably opt for the atmospheric and make compromi-
ses in the precision of the construction.

That produces contradictions.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
Contradictions have a magical attraction for me! They open up new perspectives and 
often cancel taboos of your own making.

Contradictions can also be seen in your very wide spectrum of architectural ex-
pression. From retro to Dekon??.

Axel Fickert
That has to do with the existing situation. In the case of the “Locomotive“ in Winter-
thur this factory complex from the turn of the century is very dominant. That put us 
on the retro track. We have a sporting attitude to it: The sheer adversity of not being 
able to make a steel trelliswork like in the old buildings here, that was the kick, fin-
ding something new, this grid structure in plaster... 

...that looks like a concrete frame.

Axel Fickert
You cannot structure the building on account of the insulating skin. It is like a 

Kiosk on Bürkliplatz, Zurich
Competition, 2000, 1st prize,
not realized



pullover, and you can only vary it very slightly. Our grid gives you the impression of 
being solid, made of different materials. Ok, so it is an illusion. But then again outside 
insulation IS about illusion.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
We are not looking for the most advanced plasterwork in technical terms, but are 
creating something baroque. And God knows, we are not the first to do so. Palladio 
also scratched the division of stone cladding in the plasterwork, in order to build 
more cheaply …
Axel Fickert
We allow ourselves the liberty of being emotional. Relate to what is already there, for 
instance the houses from the post-war reconstruction period. And then someone can 
say it looks like barracks from the American occupied zone, as a colleague recently 
remarked. 

You not only relate to something but produce a 1:1 replica of it. Which is perhaps 
what some people reproach you for: It is an image, which does not clearly reveal 
that it is an image.

Axel Fickert
It is not an image at all, but a direct adoption. We model our work on a plaster me-
thod, which we apply  to a new constructional basis – namely the compact façade, 
something you can hardly get around. We simply appreciate it being recognizable, 
something that not only experts but also quite normal people can appreciate.

You are aiming for the popular.

Axel Fickert
Yes, you could say that.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
We try to express something in a manner that makes it comprehensible. Like in our 
speech in architecture we also avoid foreign words and all the cult associated with 
them. 
 

School extension Freienstein,
Competition 2006



What do you see as kitsch?

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
Nothing bad. Often something attractive, something that is out of the ordinary in a 
remarkable way and as such triggers fantasies and memories. 

Axel Fickert
Kitsch is not really a problem. That is less and less so. Speaking for ourselves we have 
fewer and fewer professional taboos. Or it is increasingly attractive to work with 
extremes. To break certain rules.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
It is a fine line you tread. Is something kitsch or naive? If someone puts together a 
railing, it might look much more attractive than one an architect designs.

Axel Fickert
The elitist architects’ aesthetic has reached a dead end because it limits itself to shiny 
iron and chromium steel. And elegant details. In the end there is no idea visible, all 
you see is the elegant execution. And times are changing. I would claim that the fact 
young offices such as EM2N are working with one-and-a-half storey rooms also has to 
do with the lack of enthusiasm for details. In such rooms perception shifts away from 
details and towards totally different things. Spatial opulence, for instance. You no 
longer notice the awful general contractor handling of the project. That will be our 
domain in future: shifting attention.

I recall when Munich-based Andreas Hild took to the lectern as guest critic during 
Axel’s time as stand-in-professor at the ETH Zurich six years ago. He described one 
of our favorite designs for a pair of semis as the lining up of individual episodes. It 
is criticism that could also be applied to your projects.

Axel Fickert
It may be that we don’t manage it, but naturally it is our aim to create a single unit 
from these episodes. But that need not be the same material or the same balcony 
but perhaps a similar kind of finishing. Previously we were horrified at Miroslav Šik’s 
idea that designs should also find favor with our grandmothers. I can understand that 
today.

What brought about this change?

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
We are getting older. (laughs)

What does “contemporary” mean for you?

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
There is something in the air, it crops up simultaneously at various places…

Axel Fickert
Then we have the feeling we are in on the act, are young: If  others who are a good 15 
years younger address similar themes.
You feel more at home in the young generation than in your own?

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
Very much so. Young students are once again doing what they really want to do.
For your bus terminal you flirt with the world of deconstructivism.

Conversion house B
Zürich, 1997

Conversion house D
Zürich, 1996



Axel Fickert
No, not at all. We started quite naively, and suddenly it gained this dynamism of its 
own. More oblique! It just took off when we working on the model. And then we took 
it one step further.

I am more used to encountering your stylistic flexibility in 20-year old students, 
who think nothing at all about drawing steep roofs alongside blobs. Expressed 
negatively you could say they and you both lack a fundamental approach.

Axel Fickert
Absolutely correct. We lack any kind of approach. Or our approach is not to have one 
and to approach it anew. Both emotionally but also in terms of design.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
If things get too boring, you have to create tension. Our aim: exciting rooms that 
create suspense.

Axel Fickert
We use recollections and we have a certain tendency to romanticize. And to caricatu-
re.

Does caricature not also mean a detached, exposing look?

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
No an affectionate one! With a twinkle in your eye as in Jacques Tati’s work. Not as a 
provocation.

There is one more question I have to ask since a computer firm is footing the bill 
for our interview: What role does the computer play in your work?

Axel Fickert
Meanwhile it plays a central role. We work visually – with renderings, above all in 
order to elaborate our ideas.

Kaschka Knapkiewicz
We love our Mac!       

Axel Simon, born 1966 in Duesseldorf, writes about architecture in the Weltwoche and in 
specialist European publications. He lives with his family in Zurich. 
(www.architekturtexte.ch)
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Projects

Photograph 3:  
Apartment house, Wiesenstrasse, 
Winterthur, 2005
Interior view

Photograph 4: 
Apartment house, Wiesenstrasse, 
Winterthur, 2005
Layout
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Photograph 5: 
Coach terminal Twerenbold, 
Rütihof-Baden 2006

Photograph 7: 
Coach terminal Twerenbold, 
Rütihof-Baden 2006
Departure lounge

Photograph 6 
Coach terminal Twerenbold, 
Rütihof-Baden 2006
View of departure area 



Photograph 8: 
Residential complex “Locomotive“, 
Winterthur, 2006

Photograph 10: 
Residential complex “Locomotive“, 
Winterthur, 2006
Existing factory building as 
covered courtyard 

Photograph 9:
Residential complex “Locomotive“, 
Winterthur, 2006
Exterior facade
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Residential complex “Locomotive“, 
Winterthur, 2006
Interiors 

Photograph 13: 
Residential complex “Locomotive“, 
Winterthur, 2006
Balconies


