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BRUNO STEFANINI

Bruno Stefanini was a polarising hunter, driven by 
obsessive accumulation: Never enough properties, 
never enough objects, never enough possessions. 
At the age of 16, Bruno Stefanini left school and be-
came a self-taught real estate developer. He gradu-
ally built up an incredible portfolio of properties. In 
1940 he founded the real estate administration and 
management company Terrestra. With nearly 200 
assets, he became one of the largest private land-
owners in Switzerland.

But rather than approaching the real-estate mar-
ket as a speculative mechanism to enrich himself, 
he shifted the added value to accumulate objects. 
He slowly built a tremendous collection of every-
day and exceptional patrimonial objects. Weapons, 
spoons, costumes, circus tents, furniture, works of 
art, the desk of J .F. Kennedy, the dress of empress 
Sissi, watches, candlesticks, bowls, sculptures, 
cannons, war tanks, missiles, books, chests, paint-
ings by Segantini and F. Hodler, Swiss art in general, 
or the will of Napoleon found in a box of Chiquita 
bananas next to his bed. After his death he left al-
most 85’000 objects accumulated and stored with-
out particular care in sheds, in underground halls 
and in his four castles. 

After an approximate estimate of his assets he was 
listed as one of the 300 richest people in Switzer-
land. But this obsession for the hunting and pos-
sessing objects without any clear objectives seems 
closer to a compulsive buying disorder than to a 
calculated attitude. For him, it was probably not a 
question of increasing the value of his goods but 
only the quantity and thus the patrimony of his 
SKKG foundation. The objects were mostly lent to 
museums for exhibition or research purposes. 
Seemingly less interested in preserving or increas-
ing the value of his goods, he invested little in their 
maintenance. 

THE FOUNDATION: SKKG & TERRESTA

Philantrophy – private giving for social good - is 
growing worldwide. Especially in Switzerland the 
foundation model as a philanthropic goal is very 
widespread. By filling gaps in public provision or 
partly replacing the welfare system, foundations 
should be considered political actors beyond their 
economic aspect. 
At the end of 2021, 13.524 non-profit foundations 
were registered in Switzerland. Every day in 2021, 
a new foundation was established in Switzerland. 
With more than 13.000 charitable foundations and 
total assets of almost CHF 100 billion, Switzerland 
is the world’s leading philanthropic location. There 
are six times as many foundations per capita in 
Switzerland as in the USA or Germany. 
Free to define their own priorities and free from tax 
constraints, foundations seem to play by somewhat 
different rules. Often they are quick, innovative and 
agile.  Many of them act on the real estate market. 
We are intrigued by their actions. What are their ob-
jectives? And how do their statutes shape the phys-
ical, built outcomes? 

In the framework of the Master thesis studio 
HS2023 we propose to investigate the economic 
model of the foundation and its management of real 
estate assets.  Our precise field of experimentation 
is the case of  the SKKG & Terresta foundation, by 
Bruno Stefanini. All the students will work with a 
given program of approximately 25’000m2 for an ar-
chitectural device hosting the multiple demands of 
the foundation. Each student will receive a specific 
urban context as a site. 
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HUNTING FUNDING HOUSING COLLECTING PRESERVING

NEVER ENOUGH
PHASE 1
ANALYSIS (week 1-3)

Starting from the case of the SKKG & Terresta 
foundations many fields of research open up. 
Depending on your interest, you will focus your 
analysis on one of the many possible topics, as i.e:

_the legal and economic framework of the 
(swiss) foundations
_the philanthropic act as a private replacement 
of roles of the welfare state
_Bruno Stefanini and Winterthur; how an private 
individual shaped a city 
_the obsession of never having enough / the 
need of constant growth
_the collection; how to preserve, display, work 
with the sheer amount of objects? How can a 
huge depot become an accessible and productive 
collection? What has value ?
_the social project: access to art, culture, 
education for all
_maintenance; of the objects of the collection 
and of its building stock. Basic Maintenace of 
the properties  vs value-adding renovation 
_squats and and self-initiatives: the inhabitants 
of the Stefanini properties; a “neglected” portfolio 
providing space for alternative models, cheap or 
even no rents at all and appropriation

_ and many more

A clear outcome will be defined for the first phase, 
which will allow you to synthesise your analysis in 
one medium. (drawing, video, collage, text, …tbd) 
Depending on your focus you will exchange with 
external experts. 

The first phase is meant to generate a shared stock 
of knowledge within the studio. We aim at working 
and exchanging as a group and will start with a 
collective workshop.

PHASE 2
PROJECT PROPOSAL (week 3-8)

With the aim to open access to cultural heritage to 
as many people as possible, the SKKG is looking 
for a new way to “house” its objects and activities. 
In an experimental spirit, the foundation aims at 
developing a structure that can host a multiplicity 
of programs: The collection house, offices, housing, 
small businesses and commercial uses, gastronomy 
and a neighborhood store.
In the second phase, you will develop a project 
incorporating this set of functions, their visitors, 
and inhabitants on one site. 
What typologies and devices may emerge if we 
redefine the role of the foundation as an agile 
independent instrument for experimentation?

PHASE 3
ARCHITECTURAL DEVELOPMENT (week 8-13)

The third phase you will develop and refine your 
project proposal in different scales. We will work 
with various experts and with different tools. You 
will have inputs on structure, building economy, 
construction, façade, representation and more. The 
outcome of this final phase will be an architectural 
project represented in the followig formats:

_ technical drawings : site plan 1:500
   plans and sections 1:200  
   details 1:50 or 1:20
_ physical models,  detail models 
_visualisations / collages / sketches / ...
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