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Zacharias Stelzer is a Swiss and
European patent attorney, working

in private practice in a Zurich-based
IP law firm. His areas of practice
include general patent counselling of
clients—from startups to international
companies—, patent drafting,
prosecution and litigation, as well as
freedom-to-operate analyses and
opinions.

Stelzer studied geophysics at the
Karlsruhe Institute of Technology
(DE) as well as at NTNU Trondheim
(NO) with a specialization in the
measurement and processing of
seismic waves. He then obtained a
PhD from ETH Zurich (CH) with a PhD
thesis in the field of geomagnetism,
for which he was awarded an ETH
medal.

After working several years in IT and
management consulting, Stelzer now
enjoys collaborating with innovative
minds for protecting and defending
their technical inventions.

From Form to Function:
A Patent Attorney’s Perspective of Architecture

Patents— Threat or Opportunity for Architects? In earlier times,
patents —the protection of technical inventions—played only a
minor role in architecture. Their relevance was mostly limited to
specific fields, such as construction technologies and materials.
However, in an era where architecture increasingly intersects
with engineering, technology, and sustainability, patents gain
importance for protecting and defending intellectual property also
more generally in architectural practice.

This paper introduces the fundamentals of patent protection,
explains how it differs from other intellectual property rights, and
demonstrates its growing relevance in architectural innovation.
From adaptive facades and modular construction systems to
building-integrated technologies, many architectural solutions
today solve technical problems that qualify for patent protection.
First, we explore the broader landscape of intellectual property
rights in architecture, followed by a focused look at what makes
an invention patentable under European and Swiss patent law—
highlighting criteria such as novelty, inventive step, and industrial
applicability.

The talk includes a case study of European patent EP1455033,
granted to Hans Zwimpfer in 2006. This patent protected a
residential building with staggered dwellings, each having a
single-storey part and a two-storey part—an innovation that
bridges architectural design and construction efficiency. The
Zwimpfer case exemplifies how architectural practice can extend
into patentable territory.

Attendees will leave with a clearer understanding of how patents
apply to architecture, when and why to consider them, and how
to align research and development, publication, and protection
strategies.
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