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The building that houses the ETH Earth Sciences department is 
characterized by two very different construction phases. The core 
was built from 1912 to 1916 by Gustav Gull as part of his urban 
architectural concept for the university district. In the 1960s the 
Swiss architect Alfred Roth then expanded the historical building. 
The recent renovation by the IttenBrechbühl architecture offi ce is 
an attempt to break up and reinforce the different design universes 
of Gull and Roth. The building’s point of focus and main attraction 
is the spacious atrium designed by Gull. 
The three-story exhibition tower has been placed provocatively in 
the newly renovated courtyard. As an independent form the 
exhibition unit stands out distinctly from the surrounding architec-
ture and in this historical setting creates an exciting dialogue 
between the old and new. 
Organically shaped vertical showcases extend upwards into the air, 
their tapering bodies reminiscent of volcanic forms. They penetrate 
through two fl oor slabs that are angled towards one another in 
such a way that it appears as if tectonic forces had shifted them. In 
this way the dynamic body frees itself from the rigid cubature of the 
interior courtyard. The open room structure of the tower unit allows 
for a variety of perspectives into and through the space. The 
sculptural warped stairs of the tower create a direct link between 
the individual fl oors of the existing academic building and thus 
become an important part of the circulation of the public within the 
building.
The exhibition’s structure is based on that of the earth. In the 
ground fl oor Dynamics of the Earth explains the phenomena of the 
earth’s interior. One story up Treasures of the Earth shows the 
valuable minerals and gems of the department’s mineralogical 
collection. On the top fl oor Archives of the Earth focuses on the 
formation of sediment and fossils as well as climate history. The 
exhibition thus begins inside the earth and works its way upwards 
to the planet’s surface.
The exhibition focusTerra makes the ETH’s prized mineralogical 
collection accessible to the greater public and represents a cultural 
landmark and attractive meeting point in the center of the univer-
sity building. It brings together the historical mineralogical and 
geological collection with current research and thus creates a 
bridge between the academic institution and public. Objects, 
numbers and facts that would otherwise remain sealed behind 
closed doors are put on display.

• 
• 
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 Construction of exhibition tower, scenography 
and exhibition architecture
 Department of Earth Sciences — Swiss Federal 

Institute of Technology Zurich
 Zurich, Switzerland, 2009
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Exhibition tower

Exhibition tower with wrap-around 
banister display cases
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↵ P.46:

Dynamics of the Earth— meteorites

↵ P.47: 

Treasures of the Earth— crystals

← P. 48/49: 

Archive of the Earth— sediments

• 

 In deep niches and curving bands of display cases a wide 
range of items are presented. Built-in media stations provide 
further insights into the world of Earth Sciences.
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