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				When Piccolo and Lauper first found the house, it was half in ruins. Their intervention involved shoring up the original structure as discreetly as possible.

			
		
		In 1964, precisely two-thirds of the way through his eventful, century-spanning life, Swiss author Max Frisch purchased a modest stone house clinging to a steep Alpine hillside in the village of Berzona. Set deep in the forested folds of the Italian-speaking Swiss canton of Ticino, the Onsernone Valley, where Berzona is located, was a hardscrabble place of tiny granite settlements. Since at least the thirteenth century, when the first written records of settlement in the valley appeared, its residents had survived on farming and husbandry, timber and grain milling, straw weaving, and contraband. In the twentieth century, as the straw trade declined, the valley became popular with German-speaking intellectuals like Max Ernst, pioneer of the Dada and surrealist movements, and, later, Frisch, who used its steep hills and dense fog as the backdrop for his late-career masterpiece Man in the Holocene. Published in 1979, the novella follows a lonely retiree (perhaps loosely based on Frisch himself) who spends several days in an unnamed mountain valley contemplating mankind’s precarity while cut off from civilization by a landslide. “Nature needs no names,” Frisch writes near the novel’s end. “The rocks do not need his memory.” The valley, in Frisch’s rendering, was as alien as it was beautiful, an immortal place not so much lost to time as indifferent to it.

		It was through Frisch’s writing that, at the age of fifteen, the Zurich-based graphic designer Alejandra Lauper first encountered the Onsernone Valley. “I remember reading him and thinking, ‘I have to visit this place,’” she says now. In the early 2000s, Lauper and her husband, Dino Piccolo, came up for summer holidays—Lauper had visited for the first time several years before, in 1994—and rented an eighteenth-century palazzo in Berzona, one of several such mansions built in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by locals who’d made small fortunes in Italy and France. Ascending the narrow mountain road that climbs up from nearby Lake Maggiore, Piccolo remembers village after village appearing around white-knuckle switchbacks, their clock towers rising like bare tree trunks from forests of chestnut, oak, alder and lime. “Spectacular,” Piccolo says. “It was love at first sight.”
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				A paved courtyard with views across the valley to the north-facing slopes preserves the rustic charm of the eighteenth century.
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				Oxidized steel girders sustain a floating segment of the house’s original stacked-stone chimney.

			
		
		For several years, Piccolo and Lauper and their two young children would return annually to Berzona, forming part of the intellectual community of writers, artists, designers, and architects who had come here for summer retreats since the 1930s. Eventually, they decided to buy land and build a home for themselves. They made their first attempt in Berzona, purchasing an empty plot and commissioning their friend Daniel Buchner, partner in the Basel-based architecture firm Buchner Bründler, to design them a brutalist monolith, “like a giant rock,” Piccolo says. After facing staunch resistance from neighbors—in its rigorous minimalism, the house was too modern for local tastes, despite the town’s intellectual history—they gave up on building in Berzona. But they never abandoned their dream of a home in Onsernone. Instead, they sought out a pre-existing house where they could realize it more discreetly.

		In 2012, a few villages over, they found the ruin they were looking for: a decrepit farmhouse set on seventeen acres, most of which plunged through dense forest down to the glacial waters of the Isorno River. The previous owner, an elderly man, had practically abandoned the house some seven years earlier. On their first visit, Lauper and Piccolo found piles of empty bottles and stacks of old newspapers congealed into blocks as dense and heavy as concrete. After buying the house, they spent two full weeks evacuating eleven tons of debris by helicopter, the only cargo vessel that can enter the valley.

		Still, the structure itself was a marvel. The previous owners had preserved the house’s twin kitchens—one for summer, on the cool ground floor, and another upstairs for winter, where it soaked in the sparse Alpine sun—and a sagging wooden loggia that connected the three second-floor bedrooms. A wooden grape press languished in a nearby shed, along with tools for peeling back strands of straw to weave into hats and baskets. Entering the house, Lauper says, “you could really feel how they’d lived from the seventeenth century right through to the twentieth.”

		For the next eighteen months, Lauper, Piccolo, Buchner—who led the design process for the firm—and Bründler developed countless plans for the property. They considered renovating one of the sheds, whose minuscule dimensions more closely resembled the kind of house they’d imagined from the beginning—that is, modest in scale and program—and either razing the main house or leaving it as a ruin. They considered, too, emptying the main house’s interior and building an entirely new structure inside, using the half-collapsed stone shell as a protective carapace.

		Ultimately, they settled on a set of interventions that barely touched the original structure, as if anything they added might be removed at a moment’s notice. Buchner Bründler tore out the house’s second floor and installed a massive rectangle of oxidized steel girders, to keep the walls from falling inward and to stabilize the remnants of an original stacked stone fireplace. They filled in the floors with polished concrete, running a channel around the edges to collect the rainwater that, during heavy summer storms, pours in through the open spaces where windows and doors used to be.

		The main house’s few furnishings—a low bench by a former hearth; a free-floating stair that descends from the main, town-facing entrance, on what had been the second floor; a pair of countertops that, together, depending on the day, function as a kitchen or a sideboard—sprout directly from the floor. “The idea was that we could grow something new from the concrete itself,” Piccolo says. More than furniture, these objects resemble abstract sculptures or ancient stone stelae, a perfect encapsulation of Buchner Bründler’s approach to design, which Lauper describes as “radically modern but also archaic.”
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				A cement-trough bathtub is heated by wood fire and open to the sky through a narrow oculus in the concrete dome overhead.
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				Wherever possible, the architects left the marks of time visible in the broken plaster of the walls and exposed wooden beams.

			
		
		In the former stable, a small annex perpendicular to the house proper, Buchner Bründler built Lauper and Piccolo’s primary living space, a single room with a wood-burning stove fitted into the eighteenth-century fireplace, a modest kitchenette, and wooden platforms laid with slender mattresses, where the couple sleeps. Contained within a wooden cube, its interior painted entirely in black, this spartan apartment rests on concrete blocks embedded in the seventy-centimeter-thick stone walls. With its door closed, the room becomes a camera obscura, with three small windows cut deep into the walls. When one steps in from the sun-blasted patio, the room’s obliterating darkness comes as a shock, an erasure of the senses that Piccolo describes as “almost an art happening.” Eventually, the world outside, glimpsed through those glass lenses, comes into focus, vivid and remote, as if observed through the wrong end of a telescope.

		At first glance, the house seems only vaguely habitable, an aesthetic experiment more than an actual home. There is no clearly defined cooking area (though Buchner Bründler left the winter kitchen’s sink intact, floating in an upper wall, as witty and useless as a Duchamp readymade). The toilet occupies a plain pine crate below the black-box bedroom, and the only shower is an aluminum tube that runs up an exterior wall, pouring water onto rough granite pavers. A concrete dome punctured by an oculus allows both light and rain to stream down over a bathtub resembling a cement trough, its water warmed by a wood-burning stove. Guests, when they come, sleep on tatami mats laid out by the fireplace or, on warm nights, on the terrace, beneath a sky pixelated with stars.

		Porous and provisional, the house demands joyful spontaneity determined less by one’s desires than by nature’s whims. “If this house had normal, bright rooms or a normal kitchen, it would have become ordinary, but walking down from the village, step by step, you leave the world behind—and you have that experience every time,” Piccolo says. “To be here, you have to change the way you live, the way you think, your whole way of being.”

		Yet, for all its severity, the house is also surprisingly pleasant and homely. The elements are not a hardship here. They’re a material as essential as concrete or stone or steel. “We weren’t looking for the comforts we have in Zurich,” Lauper says. “Even just where the house stands, one hundred meters down from the street, makes it impossible to have a normal, modern life.” Instead, Piccolo and Lauper come here, in part, for the pleasures of work: cultivating grapes, mowing the grass, maintaining the stone walls, or splitting wood. When the day’s work ends, they read or hike, chasing the receding sun up the hillside that connects the house to the village. They forage for mushrooms, eat simple food cooked wherever they like, and swim in the river—clear and cool as crystal—drying themselves like lizards on sunbaked rocks worn smooth by the water. These pleasures, like nature itself, need no names. The stones have memories of their own.
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				Painted in black with three small windows, the couple’s bedroom suite feels like a camera obscura. “It’s like an art happening, entering this room,” Piccolo says.
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				Interventions in the main house by Buchner Bründler consist mostly of freestanding objects that seem to grow out of the polished concrete floor, like the staircase pictured here.
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				The architects developed and discarded several plans for the house, including one that involved leaving the main house in ruins and adapting a nearby shed, pictured here, for habitation.
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				A view over the San Gabriel Mountains outside Los Angeles.

			
		
	
		San Gabriel Mountain Cabin

		Ann and Anthony Russo

		Big Santa Anita Canyon, California
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				The stone hearth is the cozy center-piece of the house’s compact 700-square-foot interior.

			
		
		When cool air rolls east off the Pacific and over the Los Angeles Basin, the first high peaks it reaches are the front range of the San Gabriel Mountains, rising an average of five thousand feet above the low-lying sprawl of Los Angeles. As the air rises, it drops precipitation over the mountain face—more than thirty inches a year compared with about a foot in the city—birthing rivers and streams like those in the Big Santa Anita Canyon that irrigate forests of sixty-foot alders and incense cedars, canyon live oak and bigcone firs.

		Beginning in 1907, the newly formed US Forest Service—it was founded in 1905—opened swaths of the San Gabriels to private development, hoping that allowing some settlement in the area would turn casual visitors into citizen conservators. They hoped, too, that by assigning lots, they might control previously unchecked development while creating a local economy. During Prohibition, the cabins in the Big Santa Anita Canyon sat off the legal grid; according to local lore, residents maintained clandestine stills and brothels and threw wild weekend parties. By the mid-1930s, there were thousands of cabins scattered through the San Gabriels, most of which were destroyed by a succession of floods and fires—most recently, the Bobcat Fire of 2020. Having consumed seventeen of the remaining cabins in the canyon, the Bobcat reduced the total number there to just sixty-three, one of which—a modest wooden structure built on stone foundations pulled directly out of the creek below—belongs to Ann and Anthony Russo.

		Anthony Russo, a producer and director in Hollywood, lives full time with his family in Pasadena, on the northeastern side of greater LA, but both he and his wife grew up in eastern cities (Ann in New York, Anthony in Cleveland). Filled with deciduous greenery, those cities are a far cry from LA’s sepia sunshine and spindly palms. “My wife and I have lived in Los Angeles for twenty years or so, and from the beginning, the San Gabriels were our favorite getaway. You’re just transported to an environment that feels a lot more familiar,” Anthony says. “The idea that you can start in Los Angeles, in a semi-desert, and then climb several thousand feet and, all of a sudden, be in an environment that feels completely different—that’s very powerful to me.”
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				The foundations of the original structure were built with timeworn river stones lifted from the creek below.

			
		
		For several years, the Russos kept an eye on real estate listings in the canyon, but the Forest Service cabins go up for sale rarely, and the program for building new ones ended in 1936. The property Ann and Anthony ended up buying, built on a steep slope rising straight out of the creek, had been in the previous owners’ family for decades; it was the family before them that
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