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Form and Body

The penetration of rock, the breach of a mountainside, brought a surge of soft, lukewarm 
water. The site of the Thermal Baths, located in Vals, Switzerland, holds a memory of human’s 
play within the waters since as early as 1500 to 1300 BCE. Architect Peter Zumthor was 
commission for the project, which was to replace the previous bathing facilities of the Hydro 
Hotel. These previous baths were too cramped and in need of repair. Zumthor considered 
stone, water and the mountainous landscape carefully in his design of the Thermal Baths, 
creating a monumental structure sure to stand the test of time that opened in 1996 (Hotel 
Therme 2012). 

The following discussion will first explore the concepts of form and body, both generally and 
as they are encountered moving through the building. This conversation will then transition to 
a discussion of technique and space.

Determinants of Form

Mountain, stone, water – building in the stone, building with stone, into the mountain, building out of the mountain, being inside 
the mountain – how can the implications and the sensuality in the association of these words be interpreted, architecturally? 
The whole concept was designed by following up these questions; so that it all took form step by step (Hotel Therme 2012).

- Peter Zumthor



Moving forward with this inspiration, Zumthor found 
beauty in the simplicity of material, which along with 
environment became the major determinants of form of 
which the other determinants were a function (Rudolph 
2006). He celebrated the idea that the material may 
not necessarily be subordinate to the idea, but that it 
may formulate the idea in its own right (Hotel Therme 
2012). So, with this notion the design moved forward 
using a grey-blue stone native to the region called 
Valser Quartzite, which was layered to form a monolithic 
structure nestled within the mountainside (Tan 2009). 

Material

The cavernous structure seemingly sculpted from the 
mountain itself emphasizes a relationship with nature, 
while de-emphasizing the sense of sight in favour of 
the other senses. Recalling Michael Weinstock’s work 
“Nature and Civilization,” it is clear that while on one 
hand the baths may be seen as an example where 
humans harness nature, at the same time nature is 
celebrated, thus revealing a harmonious human-nature 
relationship. 

Environment

(Figure 1) Mountain, water, stone: Material relationships from which form emerges



(Figure 2) The Determinants of Form as they relate to Peter Zumthor’s Thermal Baths



Form Experienced by Body

Under a blanket of alpine meadow the structure is initially unnoticeable, until the linearity of its façade becomes apparent 
against the backdrop of organic forms. The opportunities for discovery have begun. Descent in to the mountain through a 
passage of stone continues this exploration for discovery and bit-by-bit the layout is revealed to the body through fluctuating 
volumes of sensual experience (Hotel Therme 2012). 

The formal elements of the Thermal Baths emphasize varying conflicts: rock versus skin, sight versus the other senses, 
varying temperatures in varying environments, etc. These conflicts lead to the celebration of heterogeneity weaved in to a 
continuous and flexible framework (Lynn 1993). Though on the one hand these conflicts may be seen as violent (Vidler 1992), 
the manipulation of body within the Thermal Bath may also be described using peaceful language. Despite the continual 
expansion and contraction that occurs from passage to cave, the experience is one of warmth and intimacy. A playground 
for the senses. Rooms are described to caress the body instead of competing against it, allowing the body “room to be.” Form 
is quiet and calm, enabling a celebration of the primal experience of bathing, cleansing, relaxing. Modern technologies are 
not engaged, instead allowing the stone to become a primary focus, exposing its subtleties, patterns, structure, and beauty 
(Hotel Therme 2012).

(Figure 3) Body expanded and compressed through path without end



Movement from the exterior to the interior is accompanied 
by a progression of high to low daylight. The visual experience 
is dimmed while the structure offers experimental outlets for 
the other senses. In many cases light is used to emphasize 
materiality, contrasting smooth and rough stone surfaces, 
establishing a glow within the waters, dancing upon stone 
as it breaks the water’s surface, and glinting off occasional 
and minimal bronze elements.



Progressing through the entry passage, tunneling deep within the terrain, a faint trickle may be apparent, echoing off solid 
stone surfaces. Emerging into the entry hall of the Thermal Bath the source of the sound is revealed as water is seen to trickle 
from bronze faucets. Visitors may get their first taste of the warm spring water, as it bubbles from the earth directly behind the 
stone wall (Murray 2007). The water travels over the layers of stone depositing minerals, which leave traces of red and yellow 
across the blue-grey canvas ascribing time in a place ostensibly timeless (Tan 2009).

The immersive experience truly begins once the clothing is removed creating vivid contrast between the smoothness of the 
skin surrounded by the pattern of layered rock. Glimpses of naked body parts through passages, behind curtains, the light 
soles of feet (Tan 2009). Naked skin feels warm stone, feet tap rhythmically across the damp quartzite. The soft water envelopes 
and stimulates as one moves from the main pool set at 32 degrees Celsius, to the “Fire pool” set at 42 degrees Celsius, to the 
“Ice pool” set at 14 degrees Celsius, and back again. One may even move from an indoor pool through a glass portal to an 
outdoor pool as though swimming out of a cave. Here, naked, wet skin becomes exposed to the crisp, cool alpine air and 
perhaps even snow. Skin may be cloaked in mist, or bathed in sunlight (Murray 2007).



(Figure 4) Skin and material. Material and material.



(Figure 5) Seasonal population
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(Figure 6) Nasal experience

Humidity
Floral

Without a predetermined path, infinite paths are carved by the visitors to the Thermal Baths. Through a series of interconnected 
passages and volumes, each room targets a different sense. The experience of the humid breath is stimulated upon the 
emergence from a passage to the “Flower pool.” Set at 33 degrees Celsius, this pool is filled with the aromatic petals of 
flowers, a delight for the sense of smell. The descent in to the pool’s waters is an intense tactile experience as the skin is tickled 
by the petals making way for the body’s entry. 



Likewise, the sense of hearing becomes the main focus within a volume termed the “Sounding Stone.” Benches allow the 
visitor to sit in darkness while sound art by composer Fritz Hauser resonates from hidden speakers. This experience may be 
contrasted to that in another volume, where sounds are abstractly reverberated off of cavernous walls. Each splash, each 
whisper is amplified and such sounds may escalate when travelling from one of the smaller, periphery volumes to the large 
cavity of the main pool.

(Figure 7) Sound
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A light, clear water, soft, as if one 
has touched lukewarm water mixed 
with fine soap, with a very bland, 
barely perceptible, salty taste, its fixed 
components are primarily a fine clay and 
limestone… Its softening, soothing power 
which counteracts high irritability, cramp 
and stiffness of the limbs, damaged skin, 
an itch, eczema and ulcers of the same 
sort, rheumatic and gouty afflictions, has 
been proven by long years of experience 
(Hotel Therme 2012).

The physical therapy is extended on a 
floor below the baths where visitors might 
receive masks, exfoliation, baths, wraps 
and massages (Hotel Therme 2012). Both 
through the experience of the thermal 
baths, and through the additional 
therapies offered, it is not hard to see how 
physical relaxation may be extended to 
that of the mind.

(Figure 8) Transition for exterior to interior of Thermal Bath accompanied by shift in 
sensory focus and increase in timelessness.
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As much as the senses of the physical body are stimulated, so too is the body separated from the trials of daily life. A sense of 
timelessness may be experienced as one departs from the external world and finds a reconnection to primal roots. Swallowed 
up within the warmth of the form, access to clocks are limited with only the faint chimes of the Town’s bell tower in the distance 
(Tan 2009). Within this womb, a hollow quiet may be interrupted by an occasional sound, a focus may return to breath and to 
relaxation while suspended within this amniotic fluid of the earth.

An immune response of the earth is concentrated and put to work within the baths and the therapeutic benefits of such an 
experience, both physically and mentally, are endless. In the 17th century, Dr. J. A. Kaiser described the water as:

Form as Body



Form and Body Concluded

The Thermal Baths in Vals, Switzerland have been realized as an ally with the 
mountain. Each volume appears to have been carved out, as though the form 
was already contained within the mass of the rock. Stone along with water 
becomes the celebrated materials and ultimately the founders of the idea. 
These primary determinants of form define function, regional expression and 
psychological atmosphere experienced by body, which includes a timeless 
spirit. This timelessness, or sense of encompassing the vastness of time, is 
contained within the stone and the spring that has persisted throughout history. 
This contributes to a primal experience that is revisited through the stimulation 
of senses and undoubtedly mystical re-acquaintance between ego and body. 



Technique and 
Space

Thus far, the discussion has detailed the formal qualities of the Thermal Baths 
and how body relates to form, as well as how form becomes body. Now, 
to delve further in to this investigation one might question: what techniques 
were implemented in determining form and body? How did these techniques 
influence each other? Lastly, what spatial qualities emerged from the interaction 
of material with material and people (Castells 2000)?



(Figure 9) Exploration of the thermal bath building type

On his pursuit to develop a more in-depth understanding of the thermal bath building type, Peter Zumthor visited a variety of 
thermal baths scattered throughout Budapest, Istanbul, and Bursa (Hotel Therme 2012). From this exploration, as well as close 
consideration of site and regional qualities, Zumthor envisioned creating a place free of extravagant, modern technologies.

Technique: Determining Form



(Figure 10) Technique for determining form

An investigation of this logic reveals the process for determining 
form largely encompasses the establishment of a hierarchy 
amongst the six determinants of form: environment, function, 
regional expression, materiality, psychological atmosphere, and 
the spirit of the times. In doing so, one may focus the concept while 
simultaneously allowing it to permeate a vast range of contributing 
factors. It is interesting to contrast this approach against that of 
Louis Sullivan’s as explained in his work “The Tall Building Artistically 
Considered.” Sullivan was concerned with the consequence of 
over-designing that may result when form is derived from anything 
other than function. Peter Zumthor offers a strong opposition to this 
theory by creating a form so powerfully simple without function as 
the primary focus. 



Once a hierarchy is established, which as previously mentioned in the case of the Vals Thermal Baths would reveal material 
and environment as being the most important determinants of form, one may proceed to investigate all of the characteristics 
about each specific determinant and how those characteristics mold form. The materials to be considered include the stone, 
valser quartzite, and water and the environment to be considered is the mountain-meadow landscape of Switzerland. Note 
the inherent relationship between the materials chosen and the environment, such a relationship is only the beginning of what 
unfolds to be a series of close relationships amongst all of the determinants of form.

(Figure 11) Conditions producing form



Valser quartzite is a metamorphic rock that originally dates 
back over 250 million years with a transformation that occurred 
with the folding of the Alps around roughly 50 million years 
ago. Through this metamorphosis, new minerals were created 
yielding a unique appearance through the mixing with quartz 
and feldspar crystals. This stone may be used internally (this use 
evolved more recently), or externally, which has been done so 
in Vals for hundreds of years (Hotel Therme 2012). 

The expression of the stone’s mass, varying textures, colours, 
and linear geometries are all characteristics Zumthor 
celebrated through his design. Not only was the expression of 
the shear weight and strength encouraged, but the situation 
of the structure within the mountainside alludes to its original 
place of origin not far away. Zumthor used 60 000 slabs of the 
stone developed in a variety of ways and stacked these slabs 
like pages telling the story of its genesis. The various production 
methods, whether split, milled, sawn, ground, stacked, polished, 
or broken, (Hotel Therme 2012) were all used in such a way as 
to celebrate texture and colour. In varying circumstances, light, 
water, or the human body may be consciously incorporated to 
emphasize these qualities.



Juxtaposed to the heavy, textured, and geometric stone is 
the soft, liquid water of the natural spring. The very nature of 
a liquid to be used as material required the interaction with 
stone to provide a framework. Whether in the form of a basin to 
hold, or a surface to travel, the fluidity of water was expressed 
in a variety of ways. This containment of water within void is 
a reflection of the general formal logic, which is exhibited by 
space created through void.

Together, stone, water, and the mountain scape that provided 
these materials all gave rise to the other determinants of form. 
Though Zumthor was commissioned for the purpose of creating 
a new thermal bath, his inspiration did not necessarily come 
entirely from this function, but rather from the materiality and 
environment as mentioned. It might even be suggested that 
the situation of water within rock was not so much inspired 
by the need to create a pool, but by the desire to capture 
liquid within a volume. With this said, it must be acknowledge 
that the celebration of the act of bathing was conscious and 
supported by the history of the waters as a place for bathing 
for the last approximately 3500 years.(Figure 12) Formal logic: Void



The use of the local stone situated to celebrate the mountain landscape characteristic of Switzerland, as well as the spring 
water sourced directly from the site worked together to create a strong foundation for regional expression. The cultural logic 
that emerges from this regional expression within the context of the spirit of the times will be discussed shortly. However, first the 
psychological atmosphere that is developed as a function of material and environment will be touched upon in conjunction 
with the greater discussion of the conditions that produce the dialogue surrounding body. 

There are a variety of approaches taken when 
dealing with the body’s relationship to the 
thermal baths, which may be classified in to three 
distinct categories, those being: conflicts, sensual 
engagement, and architecture as body. 

Bernard Tschumi used violence as a metaphor 
to describe the intensity with which the body 
interacts with space in his work “Violence of 
Architecture,” and when discussing conflicts 
with body, this metaphor may certainly be 
appropriate. There is surely not a lack of ‘spatial 
torture’ in the thermal baths, through the 
continual fluctuation from passage to cavern. 
Furthermore, each cavern exhibits its own spatial 
quality, such that some may be expansive and 
others claustrophobic.  As the body is continually 
squeezed and stretched, submerged and 
exposed, the soft skin is constantly pierced against 
the backdrop of the hard stone. Conversely, the 
‘precisely ordered geometry’ of the stone, and 
thus the architecture, is continually penetrated 
by soft, organic bodies.

Technique: Determining Body

(Figure 13) Technique for determining conditions of body



Though violence is one approach to describing 
the body’s relationship to the baths, it may not 
be entirely convincing on its own. The interaction 
with the space is indeed intense, but as a place for 
healing and relaxing the negative connotations 
surrounding violent language may not support 
Zumthor’s intended concept. Perhaps that fact 
is somewhat ironic, as discussing a place for 
bathing and healing using violent language is 
unexpected and taboo, which in turn may be 
wrongfully pleasurable.

Approaching conflicts and general bodily 
experience using more positive language does 
not deter from the power of the structure on a 
whole. The sharp geometries and shear mass of 
the stone contribute to an overall aesthetic of the 
sublime, as awe is inspired (Vidler 2002). Conflicts 
may also introduce sensual experience, through 
the various temperatures, sounds, and smells that 
work to evoke emotion. Ultimately, all of these 
experiences are examples of the architecture 
making a difference, which according to Levi 
Bryant in his work “The Ontic Principle: Outline 
of an Object-Oriented Ontology” is the defining 
factor of the thermal baths’ capacity ‘to be.’ 
Form, in a sense, has become body through 
action. It may also be considered body from a 
more literal sense, as caverns become organs, 
water – the lifeblood, and minerals and natural 
energy – the immune response.(Figure 14) Conditions establishing architectural relationship with body



It is interesting to consider the body’s 
interaction with the space and visa versa, as 
a vehicle for time travel. Not only is geological 
memory of the region held within the stone, but 
a historical memory (Heidegger 1993) is held 
within the spring water, as the same action of 
bathing has been shared across generations 
since 1500 BCE and perhaps even earlier 
(Hotel Therme 2012). Zumthor has chosen to 
celebrate the vastness of time, which is the 
more traditional approach, as opposed to 
the Situationist approach which would focus 
more on the passing of time through continual 
arrival and departure (McDonough 2001). The 
baths are a place to come and stay, where 
time is simultaneously infinite and absent. As 
a reminder of this, bronze details throughout 
the baths interact with the water and stone 
as a pen for time’s signature in the form of 
colourful deposits and weathering. Note also 
that Zumthor’s decision to eliminate the use 
of flashy technological gadgets ensures the 
thermal baths will not become obsolete almost 
instantly with the technological evolution.

Space and Time
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(Figure 15) Evolution of space over time



The historical memory mentioned above may also be referred to as a collective 
memory (Heidegger 1993). The space created is an expression of today’s 
society within the greater context of past and future societies. It is a reminder of 
our biological essence (Castells 2000) and contributes toward both our general 
identity as humans, as well as the more specific identity of the Vals community. 
The architecture is conscious and the community’s engagement with it is equally 
as conscious (Heidegger 1993). This is evident through maintenance decisions 
such as limited daily admissions (to support architectural concept rather than 
cheapen for economic gain) and locally sourced food where possible.

Cultural Logic

(Figure 16) Regional expression and the establishment of a cultural logic both locally and across space and time



Technique and Space Concluded

In conclusion, the Thermal Baths in Vals Switzerland have provided an 
enriching framework for contemplating the theory of design when considering 
architecture in general. Through establishing a hierarchy of the determinants of 
form the most prominent factors may be identified and strengthened to allow 
for concept to permeate all other contributing elements. The relationship of 
body to architecture and architecture to body may be seen as both conflicting 
and/or engaging and the language used to express these relationships may 
either support or dispute the concept. It is not to say, however, that disputing 
the concept is necessarily a bad thing, but intent should perhaps be carefully 
considered prior to venturing down either path. Setting the duality of positive 
and negative aside, architecture’s ability to impact difference has been strongly 
exemplified by the Thermal Baths, supporting the capacity for architecture ‘to 
be.’ It may join the user in creating a collective consciousness that has the 
potential to transverse time through historical, or collective memory.
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