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CONTEXT, n.
/ˈkɒn.tɛkst/

from Latin contextus “a joining together,” originally past participle of contexere “to weave 
together,” from assimilated form of com “with, together” (see con-) + texere “to weave, to 
make” (from PIE root *teks- “to weave,” also “to fabricate”).

1.   The parts of a discourse that surround a word and can shed light on its meaning.
2.   The circumstances, environment, background, or settings which form the framework for 
      an event, idea, or statement, and in terms of which it can be fully understood.
3.   A relational framework where elements are not isolated but gain significance through 
      their connections to other elements, often across space, time, or discipline.

Regardless of its program, client, budget, or location, any architectural project inevitably 
negotiates a set of physical and conceptual givens that together constitute its context.
Embraced, explored, neglected, or at times even denigrated, context is the inescapable 
condition within which architecture is conceived and built.

Relational by essence, con-text literally means ‘to weave together.’ As implied by its prefix 
con-, it requires an active will to bind, to bring together elements that may already be 
close, or may exist at a distance. In its broadest sense, context is the mean by which we 
can understand and create relationships across space and time–things that are apparently 
at a distance from one another, but can still come together as part of the same contextual 
epistemology.

For the fall semester, VOLUPTAS teams up with Prof. Dr. Andri Gerber to investigate the site 
of the former Tempelhof Airport in Berlin.

Built in 1923, Tempelhof was one of the first European airports ever constructed and 
remained in use until its closure in 2008. Since then, it has been appropriated for various 
uses, including hosting refugees in some of its hangars. Its main terminal building — an 
arch measuring 1.2 km — is listed as a protected structure, and routine maintenance has 
been carried out on it. However, despite several efforts to reimagine the site, it still remains 
in stasis, dealt with through isolated interventions and witout a coherent radical vision. 

For its architectural, geographical, topographical, and political relevance, we believe 
Tempelhof to be an excellent testing ground for defining a context — by selecting the 
conditions to engage with and, in so doing, imagining a possible future for it. 

We encourage interventions at all scales: from the former Tempelhof terminal to the entire 
former airport, and even to the broader city of Berlin.
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FORMAT AND EXPECTED OUTCOMES
In accordance with the Master Thesis guidelines, the semester is jointly led by a design 
chair and a theory partner. Intended as an ongoing conversation that will span throughout 
the semester, an initial analytical work will be taught in collaboration with Prof. Dr. Andri 
Gerber, while the following strategy and design development will be mostly supervised by 
Prof. François Charbonnet, Prof. Patrick Heiz and Marina Montresor.

The work is to be carried out individually in both phases. Every week the students will meet 
with Marina to discuss their progress. 
On set dates, there will be intermediate reviews with the professors (one in the preparation 
phase and three in the elaboration phase). 
During the elaboration phase, the students will receive tutorials on the site, drawing, image 
making and video editing.

PHASE ONE
At the beginning of phase one, each student will define their own context. The first weeks 
are thus devoted to the analysis and mapping of the site of Tempelhof, reflecting on its 
history, its architecture, its position within the city of Berlin. This analysis, already done 
with a design attitude, will lead to the definition of a specific context and of a design 
hypothesis. During these weeks, the students are expected to acquire in-depth knowledge 
of the geographical, topographical, social, formal, tectonic, material, and programmatic 
characteristics of the site of Tempelhof, as well as to explore and identify issues relative to 
the planning, site, management, maintenance, use patterns and possible futures.

At the end of phase one, these issues and analysis should be turned in a strategy for the 
Tempelhof site, from a urban, programmatic, and architectural standpoint. We welcome 
proposals that span different disciplines and which critically engage with the site at all 
scales: from the scale of the Tempelhof buildings to the possibility of broadening the scope 
of intervention to the urban context of the whole city of Berlin.

PHASE TWO
Following the first analytical phase, each student should design and update the context 
identified in the preparation phase. The design can differ in approach and method (this 
may be alterations of scale, of use, of program, of occupancy rate, of building technique, 
densification, new legislations and so on). Every aspect and criteria need to be argued for 
and should be coherently developed starting from the conceptual premises and from the 
contextual observations.

Each student is expected to represent the project through appropriate architectural 
means, testing different tools and techniques. Cross-disciplinary sources and methods are 
encouraged as well as an experimental attitude questioning conventional media.
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RATIO OF GRADING 
Preparation Phase
Percentage designer(s): 20%
Percentage theory: 80%

Elaboration phase:
Percentage designer(s): 80%
Percentage theory: 20%
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CONTACTS
Marina Montresor  
marina.montresor@arch.ethz.ch 
+41 76 650 01 29


