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HEALTHY 
WARMTH LIKE 

THE SUN‘S 
RAYS



Sun ?
 It’s summer at last! 

Warmth is something wonderful. 
But heat can become a real problem. 

What will happen if it gets even hotter in the future? 
Common sense has long told us to use the sun as the 

main provider of energy for heating AND cooling. Oil and gas 
are in short supply – but the sun always shines. For EVERYONE. 

The technology is available and well-developed. The 
advantages are there for all to see. More and 

more people are opting for the most 
sustainable system around: 

sunshine at last!

It’s worth taking the time to think about it!
Hand on heart, says Alexander Watzek
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This edition focuses on the energy from the

Sun.
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Martin Rührnschopf, a visionary architect with a 
good understanding of the power of the sun, sits 
at his oval studio table, and scratches his lower 
arm. “Yesterday, I was camping by the Danube. 
I love that. The river and the waves. The starry 
sky,” he beams. It’s a wonderful start to a 
summer interview.
 
On the introductory page of his website, he writes: 
“Every building has a body and soul, it breathes 
and lives.” And it’s true. When it comes to living 
spaces, the fundamental purpose is always to 
touch people’s souls. But how do you breathe life 
into a building? What makes it breathe? Or, put 
another way:
 
Is architecture an act of creation? 
Well, that might sound a bit overblown. But in fact, 
it’s true. That’s what’s so wonderful about archi-
tecture. The uplifting feeling when you see that 
you’ve breathed life into a building. Something 
grows together. Something opens up and is filled 
with life. It’s best described as “growth”. Growth is 
a great principle. I already realised this early on as 
being an essential driver in my life. Even at five 

years old, I already knew that I wanted to plan and build 
houses. Like every kid, I built my first models from Lego. 
Soon afterwards, I built my first real houses in my grand-
mother’s garden. They were made from wood and brick. 
They were treehouses. It was exciting.
 
Is wood your favourite material? 
It depends very much on the circumstances. I’d say, my 
preferred material is sufficient, is suitable, is right for the 
people, the place and the purpose it has in the building. 
Sometimes, it’s simply necessary to build with wood. I’d 
design a house on the edge of a forest or a small garden 
dacha from wood. Or to add on to an existing building? 
Sometimes, wood is also the right material there, too. 
Prefabricated, fast, light, environmentally friendly. Often, 
bricks are also the right material to use. Or loam. Of course, 
I also work a lot with straw and other natural insulating 
materials. The effect they have is unlike any other.

How do you go about planning your buildings? 
My personal method is “simultaneous planning”. Everything 
is created at the same time. Together. In real time. I don't 

just create the plans in my office, but together with 
the clients, sometimes on site. The right solution is 
developed in a joyful and playful way. You get im-
mediate feedback and can react to feelings and 
ideas. I don’t plan for myself, but for my client. It 
has to be understood and accepted, and then the 
plan is absolutely the right one. The Variotherm 
headquarters were also planned with this integrative 
and efficient method.

How do you know when a building is a success?  
When it’s loved. By the people who work and live 
there. I know when a project is a success when the 
people who live in the building are visibly delighted 
that everything has turned out so well. Because 
they like to invite guests into their home. Because 
their family grows into the house. However, objecti-
vely, you could say that a good building is valid, 
timeless and flexible. It’s balanced, pleasant and of-
fer free spaces, is warm in winter and cool in sum-
mer, enables change and growth in every respect.

How do you as an architect work with change? 
I've experienced so many new trends and cycles in 
the building industry. The first house that I planned 
and built was for my parents. At that time, I was 14. 
It was the 1970s, and there was inflation. We quick-
ly took the car to the place that sold building mate-
rials and bought a few sacks of cement. The next 
day, they cost 30% more. The same is true again 
today. And it will take a long time before balance is 
restored. However, I also see an opportunity in this 
situation. I mean, that people will begin to realise 
that energy is a valuable resource. Now, a lot of 
people are thinking of buying a wood-burning sto-
ve, or a heat pump. They are more open to inves-
ting in a photovoltaic system. For many years, that 
wasn’t a matter of course.

What role does the sun play in your designs?  
For me, the sun is the most essential element. It’s 
the centre of all my ideas. The sun isn’t just physi-
cally important as a source of energy. It also provi-
des life energy and is hugely important for physical 
and psychological wellbeing. In addition to the deli-
berate lightening, a photovoltaic or thermal solar 
system can be found on almost every building I de-
sign. Currently, I’m part of a team of people revita-
lize a set of old farm buildings. These types of 
houses often have a huge amount of storage mass 
thanks to their thick walls. The energy from the sun 
that we absorb here in the summer can’t be directly 
used, however. A buffer storage system with 70 to 
90 degrees doesn’t really help. The question is 
therefore: how can we transfer this excess heat to 
the cold months of the year? The answer is to use 
thermosolar building component activation.
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 What is that? 
The term refers to thermal solar collectors. In general, 
they’re simply feed the pipe conduits, which are laid in the 
foundation or base slab of the building. They are used to 
heat the earth below the house very slowly via the storage 
mass. This makes the house comfortably warm in the win-
ter, yet cool during the summer. This is such a simply buil-
ding technique. You don’t need a lot of regulation, and no 
complicated pumps or other equipment. It’s a very smart, 
simple and effective 
technology. The sun co-
vers 76% of the energy 
needed to heat the 
house and water throug- 
hout the year. It really 
works! Another techno-
logy that we’ve increa-
singly been using in 
recent years is heating 
and cooling surfaces. 
They offer a double 
benefit, for example in 
roof pitches, walls or 
ceilings. It’s fantastic!

Shouldn’t all architects include these ideas in their plans? 
Well, there are simply a wide range of different approaches 
to architecture. Mine has always been very holistic. I try to 
harmonise all components with each other: the people who 
use the building, the surrounding buildings, the design 
and spatial impact, the aesthetics, and the ecology of the 
materials. I always create my energy concept in a very 
early phase. That’s hugely important. After all, these com-
ponents all have to be right, so that a building is created 
that really works – and which has a body and soul.

Martin Rührnschopf
Hietzinger Hauptstr.124

1130 wien

Phone 01-876 26 00
Mobile 0699-17762600
email martin@ruehrnschopf.at
web www.ruehrnschopf.at

martin ruehrnschopf architecture

In his study, there’s a 200kg old 
steeple top, which used to adorn a 
church spire. The architect Martin 

Rührnschopf discovered it at a 
parish flea market.



It’s a well-known fact that Variotherm has a presence on the Irish market, 
and that it enjoys a high level of popularity there. However, even we were 

surprised that news of the expansion of our company headquarters even 
reached Dublin – where we were included in a university study! 
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Laura O’Toole studied architectural technology 
under direction of university lecturer David Knight 
at the Technical University Dublin. As part of her 
study programme, she attended an interesting 
lecture by our Variotherm partner, Peter Sullivan. 
“I was so fascinated by this sustainable building 
concept that I decided to make the new Variotherm 
headquarters the subject of my paper on highly 
efficient building technology, building performance 
and technical design!”, she explained.

The subject of the report was to study the systems 
used in the building, to analyse them on the basis 
of the available research results and from this, to 
make a connection between the history of the 
building and the ongoing success of the company. 

“The innovative power and sustainable nature of wooden 
buildings have inspired me for a long time. The environ-
mental reasons given by Variotherm for choosing wood for 
their building extension motivated me to focus on this area 
of research for my diploma thesis.”  
The young researcher was nominated for the Rising Star 
Award in Architectural Technology 2021 for her work.

In her study, she analysed the Variotherm building shell, 
which is made of wood / CLT (Cross Laminated Timber), the 
systems used for heating and cooling, energy production 
with the building’s own PV system, the cleverly designed 
lighting and ventilation systems, and 
the use of grey water in order to save 
on resources.

You can find the complete 
study here as a pdf. It is 

worth taking a look at it. 
Just scan the QR code 

with your cell phone!

A RISING STARPeter Sullivan, Laura O‘Toole, David Knight, Alexander Watzek


