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A sphere sitting on top of a mountain: the unstable balance is an equilibrium state of a system 
in which any departure from the equilibrium gives rise to forces or tendencies that move the 
system further away from the equilibrium.

From a remote perspective, a distinct setting of elements: a topographically challenging  
geographical location, a specific urban arrangement or a narrative mindset can be called context:  
what precedes, what follows and what provides the material for the construction of an archi-
tectural object. The giant air cruiser, nothing like a kinetic agent in some Romantic veduta, 
floats languidly. A spark in its bowels holds it in the air above the city, deeply rooted into the 
same rock it was made of. The immense sea surrounds the scene. The natural and the artificial 
elements in this collage are in unstable balance.

As described by Marcus Vitruvius Pollio:1

“First of all Thales thought that water was the primordial substance of all things. Heraclitus 
of Ephesus, surnamed by the Greeks the Dark on account of the obscurity of his writings, 
thought that it was fire. Democritus and his follower Epicurus thought that it was the atoms, 
termed by our writers ‘bodies that cannot be cut up’ or, by some, ‘indivisibles’. The school  
of the Pythagoreans added air and the earthy to the water and fire. Hence, although Democritus  
did not in a strict sense name them, but spoke only of indivisible bodies, yet he seems to have 
meant these same elements, because when taken by themselves they cannot be harmed, nor are  
they susceptible of dissolution, nor can they be cut up into parts, but throughout time eter- 
nal they forever retain an infinite solidity.”

Combining the mystical approach to mathematics of the Pythagoreans, who believed that 
numbers had real, material existence, and the Atomists’ mechanistic view of matter as corpus- 
cular, Plato associated the distinct, perfect and harmonious shapes, the Platonic solids, with 
the four atoms corresponding to the four elements defined by Empedocles: earth atoms are cubes,  
water atoms are icosahedra, air atoms are octahedra, and fire atoms are tetrahedra, their sharp- 
tipped shape making them the most penetrable of the elements.

For Aristotle, the four mundane elements (earth, water, air and fire) that could be destroyed  
comprised the immanent sublunary world. The superlunary celestial world of the outer heavens,  
whose inhabitants were composed of the fifth element, was exempted from decay. Accepting  
the four elements of Empedocles and Plato, Aristotle rejected the Atomists’ notion of void 
(vacuum) to establish a canon; a system all-inclusive and resistant to change. All Christian and  
Islamic medieval science accorded with Aristotle’s paradigm that air would never admit the 
existence of any void. For centuries to come, the material world remained comprised of the first  
matter out of which the four elements arose, combining the four qualities into two pairs of two 
opposites: hot vs. cold, moist vs. dry. Even Descartes could not see any theoretical possibility 
of the void; for him, all matter was corpuscular in structure. Nothing changed until the distinction  
between mass and force was brought up and gravitation discovered by Sir Isaac Newton. When  
a beam of electrons was diffracted through a crystal lattice, the visible and the invisible natural  
world, consisting of matter in its four fundamental states – solid, liquid, gas and plasma – was 
almost explained.

The Platonic solids (tetrahedron – fire, hexahedron – earth, octahedron – air, 
icosahedron – water, and dodecahedron – aether) in Luca Pacioli’s De Divina 
Proportione, 1509; illustrations by Leonardo da Vinci
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Gravitational force anchors architecture firmly to this unstable but certain world of Newtonian 
classical physics and natural philosophy. In fact, not much fundamental has changed in architecture  
since Vitruvius stated, continuing the citation from above (II:2.2): 

 “All things therefore appear to be made up and produced by the coming together of these ele- 
ments, so that they have been distributed by nature among an infinite number of kinds of things  
[Mendeleev’s periodical table arranged some one hundred elements known and unknown, 
characterised solely by magnitudes of their atomic weights; what Vitruvius had in mind were  
bricks, sand, mortar, stone, wood and the like]. Hence I believed it right to treat of the diver- 
sity and practical peculiarities of these things as well as of the qualities which they exhibit  
in buildings, so that persons who are intending to build may understand them and so make no  
mistake, but may gather materials which are suitable to use in their buildings.”

Elements with their distinct properties, in four substantial states of matter, constitute sets 
with and within which architects work. Solid (earth, rock, mineral) is the container. It stands for  
firmness, though natural forces and human interventions do challenge its durability. Liquid 
(water, sea) and gas (air, wind, climate, atmosphere) are contained. They cycle, standing for cohe- 
sion and motion simultaneously. Plasma (fire, spark, technology) is the opposite and the ultimate  
dissolution of the solid; it stands for permanent change and metamorphosis. Solid, liquid, gas,  
plasma and their combinations provide the material for architecture to concretise aether (spirit,  
idea), the disputed quintessence, into a physical fact – the abstract space brought down to earth. 
Its material existence becomes certain only when rectified into a coordinated set of drawings; 
an architectural project presenting the exact material future state of things. Once constructed, 
as we know, it becomes more than just the air contained within the solid walls.

Unlike the other three classical elements, fire (except, of course, radiant sunlight and 
reflected moonlight) was rarely seen in the unmediated natural wilderness before human  
intervention. It was, rather, an exception coming either from heaven (lightning) or from the under- 
world (a volcanic eruption). For Heraclitus, it was the principle behind everything in nature. 
Vitruvius (II:1.1-2) designated it to be at the origin of architecture, as well: it was the heat of fire  
that brought people together to form a society and, 

 “finding themselves naturally gifted beyond the other animals in not being obliged to walk 
with faces to the ground, but upright and gazing upon the splendour of the starry firmament”, 

construct their first shelters out of the matter at their disposal. From that moment,  
the flame was protected from the natural elements, and the hearth became the artificial core 
of architecture. In The Four Elements of Architecture, Gottfried Semper named it the first and 
most important moral element of architecture. The other three elements are grouped around it:  
the roof, the enclosure and the mound form the “protective negations” to the natural elements’ 
aggression towards the artificial fire in the hearth.2 Hence the bold idea of architecture being 
greater than nature – the idea that an architectural object, regardless of its size and exposure  
to erosion and decay, may measure, define and explain that nature. It was the gift of fire that  
induced the beginning of technology and enabled our detachment from the wilderness; the thin  
sheet of glass between the conditioned interior environment and the upheaval of the natural 
elements outside.

‘Caribbean Hut’ consisting of the four elements: hearth, roof, enclosure and mound 
in Gottfried Semper, Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Künsten oder Praktische Ästhetik, 1861-1863
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Artificial as it is, architecture, just like a rock, a mountain or a tree, still grows towards the sun,  
the sky, the stars and the clouds. But, again like that rock, that mountain and that tree, it also 
remains firmly bound to the ground: the axis mundi. We are born with this elemental conscious- 
ness: little children look upon the magnificence of the world and turn their eyes to the starry 
heavens, but when drawing people they see only heads and eyes, with legs extended to the lower  
limit of the paper. Since architecture has real, physical roots, we may paraphrase Mies van der 
Rohe’s famous “feet on the ground – head in the clouds” paradigm: both our feet are, moreover, 
on the earth, and it is only fire that helps our head, occasionally, to reach the clouds.3

1 On Architecture II: 2.1; transl. Morris H. Morgan
2 Gottfried Semper, Die vier Elemente der Baukunst (Braunschweig: Friedrich 

Vieweg und Sohn, 1851) p. 55.
3 Mies van der Rohe, in the manuscript for a lecture dated 19 June 1924:  

“While we want to stand with both feet firmly on the ground, we want to reach 
with our head to the clouds.” In Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless World: Mies van  
der Rohe on the Building Art (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991) pp. 249-250.

Confronted with the natural elements, we chose four sites  
in or close to Switzerland which, with their specific conditions,  
focused on certain inherent characteristics of earth, water,  
air and fire. The contemplation of the physical landscape and  
the scientific knowledge gained by studying it in situ should 
help trigger the initial idea, as we approached the elements 
and places as an inseparable whole. The architectural task, how- 
ever, also demanded a more abstract, conceptual approach in  
order to combine a building’s function, its programmatic needs,  
with the contextual, elemental givens. In this respect, each 
design had to address and concretise both material and non-
material inputs.
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