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The term “architectural landscape”, using very broad 
spectrum of its definition, can easily cover many aspects 
regarding how and why certain environments have been 
composed. The diversity of the question allows to inves-
tigate many types of landscapes – from those very close 
to nature, where the participation of the human factor is 
minimal, to those which have been carefully planned and 
erected according to a particular concept. There is also 
a middle ground, the golden mean of many architectural 
realisations which is the fusion between the old and the 
new, being the most demanding type of landscape where 
any innovative ideas are meant to co-exist alongside the 
previously established aesthetic and functional order. 
All of the previously mentioned categories can be found 
within the projects presented at the Venice Architectural 
Biennale 2016 (Mostra di Architettura di Venezia), where 
Nordic architects confronted the iconic understanding of 
space and surrounding developed by world-famous Nor-
dic thinkers with their own visions to create brand new 
landscapes. However, they still prioritise the needs of the 
user as well as environmental issues, which is so typical 
of any Scandinavian solutions. This text aims to investi-
gate the projects from the perspective of architectural 
landscape, analysing the methods applied to achieve cer-
tain goals as well as global tendencies regarding the topic 
in contemporary Scandinavian architecture on the basis 
of the Venice Biennale projects.

Landscape architecture according to The Oxford dic-
tionary of architecture and landscape architecture is „the 
design of gardens, parks, campuses, cemeteries etc., to 
provide places that can be enjoyed, both to walk within 
and to view from a distance”.1 Taking this definition as 
a starting point, it should be noticed that its author un-
derlines two main criteria of landscape architecture. The 
first one is the societal connotation of the term – refer-
ring to the public places such as campuses, cemeteries 
and parks. It seems obvious that the landscape needs 
to cover a broader perspective and be a part of either 
already existing urban ecosystems or, to some extent, in-
terfering with natural landscape. In both cases the new 
structure needs to stay in some relation to a previous 

1  Curt 2006: 428.

condition, ideally linking the past with the present. The 
architectural landscape in a societal context ought to 
serve the needs of the dwellers by meeting requirements 
such as convenient location, surrounding infrastructure, 
and correspondence with the history of the place. This 
pertains to both the inside and the outside of the struc-
ture. It means that architectural landscape should be 
visually pleasing in both the perception of the viewer and 
the reception of the user. This forges a link to yet ano-
ther factor which ought to be taken into consideration 
regarding the architectural legacy of the Nordic Coun-
tries – functionalism. The idea that form follows function 
has been deeply rooted in the Scandinavian approach to 
architecture since the very first attempts linked to the 
eclectic and early modern buildings across the region.2

The idea of the contemporary Nordic approach to-
wards the architectural landscape can be examined by 
analysing nine projects which had been selected for 
the Venice Architectural Biennale 2016 (Mostra di Ar-
chitettura di Venezia). The Nordic Pavilion3, curated by 
David Basulto4 and James Taylor-Foster5, gathered unique 
projects from Sweden, Norway, and Finland which would 
correspond to the main topic of the exhibition set by the 
Biennale director Alejandro Aravena – Reporting from 
the Front. The Nordic Pavilion’s theme „In Therapy” 
refers to the fact that both curators are foreign to the 
North, hence their therapeutic and neutral approach to-
wards the projects.6 The call for contribution underlined 
the need for dialogue between the Grandfathers of the 
universally Northern style and contemporary architects 

2  Benevolo 1999: 586–628. 
3  The Nordic Pavilion was designed in 1959 by the Norwegian ar-

chitect Sverre Fehn. See: Fjeld 1994: 50–57; Norberg-Schulz and 
Postigione 1997.

4  Chilean architect, founder and editor in chief of ArchDaily.
5  British architecture writer and editor at ArchDaily. 
6  Introductory Conversation “In Therapy” at the 2016 Nordic Pavilion, 

La Biennale di Venezia. Opening conversation held in the Nordic 
Pavilion amphitheatre on the 27th May 2016 (15th International 
Architecture Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia) chaired by cura-
tors David Basulto and James Taylor-Foster with Karin Åberg Waern 
(ArkDes), Juulia Kauste (MFA), Nina Berre (Nasjonalmuseet), and 
exhibition participants Gudrun Molden, Anssi Lassila, Bolle Tham 
and Martin Videgård. Internet: vimeo.com/170944846.
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based and working in Scandinavia, in order to re-define 
the possible ways of development for the new genera-
tion of Nordic architects.

„In Therapy” was meant to discuss and challenge the 
well-established view on the Nordic architectural legacy, 
being focused on the future perspectives in the upcom-
ing years. The entire concept of the pavilion was based 
on the Hierarchy of Needs by Abraham Maslow which 
allowed the curators to analyse and investigate certain 
phenomena of Nordic architecture through the lens 
of basic human needs. In the pyramid, Maslow distin-
guished five main needs in order of necessity – physi-
ological, safety, love/belonging, esteem, and self-actu-
alisation.7 Physiological needs are necessary for human 
survival, they include food, clothing and shelter. Safety 
needs include conditions such as personal, financial, 
and medical security. Love/belonging include needs of 
personal and psychological nature, which are a bonding 
factor, necessary in the further societal aspect. Esteem 
interpreted as self-esteem and self-respect is meant to 
meet basic human needs for acceptance, recognition, 
and contribution. Lastly, self-actualisation which is the 
accomplishment of the person’s full potential.8 Ma-
slow’s theory has been partially applied for the need of 
structuring the „In Therapy” pavilion. The curators dis-
tinguished three groups of needs which strictly apply to 
the theme of the exhibition, namely physiological needs 
(shelter, warmth, sleep), social needs (order, security, 
stability), and personal esteem related needs (respect, 
achievement, prestige). Although Finland, Norway and 
Sweden are considered countries which fully meet the 
requirements described by Maslow, they also face many 
societal issues which need to be solved. The projects 
presented at the exhibition were meant to challenge the 
typical view by offering progressive solutions. For this 
reason, „In Therapy” did catalogue projects into three 
main groups according to the way they meet human 
needs. The first group – foundational projects – provides 
with basic needs such shelter, education and healthcare 
(this group included projects of the Halden Prison, the 
Puukuokka housing block, and the Råå Day Care Center). 
The second group – belonging projects – creates environ-
ments for public gatherings (this group included projects 
of the Performing Arts Centre KILDEN, the Municipal Li-
brary in Seinäjoki, and the New Crematorium). The last 
group – recognition projects – aims to recognise process-
es within the Nordic society (this group included projects 
of the National Tourist Route Trollstigen, the Harads Tree 
Hotel, and the Finnish Nature Centre Haltia). 

As far as architectural landscape is concerned, it is high-
ly conspicuous that the celebrated figures of the Northern 
aesthetics, to name just Eric Gunnar Asplund, Alvar Aalto, 

7  Maslow 1943: 370–96.
8  Although Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has been a subject of cri-

tique, even from its author himself, it still serves as one of the basic 
studies of human needs. See: Wahba and Bridwell 1976: 212–240.

Eero Saarinnen, and Kay Fisker9, still serve as an unlimited 
source of inspiration for the new generation of architects. 
Contemporary architecture has been mixed with a great 
sense of national and/or regional heritage which, accord-
ing to the curators, at times seems to be overwhelming. 
Obviously, it cannot be denied that the influence of the 
great ancestors of the global Nordic style has been present 
up to these days, being both a heavy burden as well as an 
endless source of inspiration. Nevertheless, it ought to be 
also acknowledged that there are many creative architec-
tural outpours across Scandinavia, sharing the idea of re-
sponsible, socially-involved architecture with the freshness 
of creation. As noticed by William C. Miller „today, Nordic 
architects openly examine a wide variety of architectural 
ideas […] the work of Northern architects graces the cities, 
campuses and countryside of Scandinavia as well as the 
world, making these architects confident about their place 
internationally”.10 The approach to architectural landscape 
presented at the Biennale, although quite unique in every 
project, shares the main Scandinavian idea of underes-
timated simplicity and unostentatious vision of the sur-
rounding environment. The architecture has been focused 
on societal issues, challenging the fast-changing life of the 
people, searching for optimal solutions. At the same time, 
the architecture was meant to co-exist with the natural 
surroundings, which is particularly important for the Scan-
dinavian identity and way of life. For this reason, all of the 
presented examples attempted to prove that only the 
thorough understanding of the existing landscape com-
bined with an in-depth knowledge of the past can result in 
a clear vision of the Nordic architectural landscape. Using 
distinctive methods of artistic expression, the architects 
selected for the pavilion introduced coherent, yet custom-
ised visions of the landscape.

The first example – Halden Prison11 (Fig. 1) designed 
by HLM Architecture + Erik Møller Architects12 is con-
sidered one of the most up-to-date prisons in Europe.13 
Concurrently, it is also the most controversial one from 
a societal point of view. It aims to answer the basic ques-
tion of what is the point of institutions of this kind – pun-
ishment or re-socialisation?14 The Halden prison offers 

  9  For more information on the history and development of Nordic 
architecture see: Donnelly 1992: 251–334.

10  Miller 2016: 117–19.
11  Architectural team: HLM: Per Højgaard Nielsen, Gudrun Molden, 

Rangvald Winjum, Tina Larsen, Dag Bjerk, all architects MNAL, Liv 
Selnes, EMA: Hans Henrik Højlund, Arne Vejbæk, Rikke Hansen, Ped-
er Elgård, Harald Thornvald, all architects MAA. Interior architec-
ture: Beate Ellingsen AS Interiørarkitekter. Landscape achitecture: 
Asplan Viak: Anna Wathne, Knut Hellås, Margit Ppsahl, Jarle Skjold, 
Else Bingen Sande, MNLA, Terje Skaar, Linda Telle, Eva Osberg.

12  The competition for the Halden Prison complex was initiated by 
the Norwegian Department of Justice and Statsbygg. More on 
the architectural studio, see: Internet: www.kpf.dk/projekter/
halden-faengsel.

13  Ugelvik and Dullum 2012: 209.
14  The phenomenon of the Halden prison and its entire environment 

in the context of social recovery and personal growth has been 
investigated by Dr Sahar Lewis, see: Lewis 2016. 
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its dwellers comfortable conditions which would allow 
them to fully recover socially. The entire complex is set in 
the woods, surrounded by the concrete wall of irregular 
shape which reminds of the natural shape of glades in 
the woods. Inside the wall there are separate buildings 
for each type of prisoners. The lightest and least mas-
sive ones are meant for the short sentences, the longer 
the sentence gets, the darker and heavier the building 
becomes. The part of the forest preserved inside the 
complex corresponds to the outside landscape. The 
inside environment was arranged to give the prisoners 
the sense of living outside the bars. The large number 
of trees between the buildings visually eliminates the 
barrier between the prison and the outside world. The 
landscape becomes an integral entity, helping the dwell-
ers to build the sense of upcoming freedom.

The main idea behind the project was to contrast the 
soft with the hard, in order to underline the two main 
aspects of the place – the punishment and the gradual 
recovery. The architects focused on the natural features 
of the terrain, using the existing topography to preserve 
the environmental benefits inside the complex. The ser-
pentine paths leading through the woods gently contrast 
the geometrical buildings with the organic shape of the 
nature. The landscape of the Halden prison features two 
main characteristics – it is smoothly combined with the 
surrounding forest and it does create a landscape of its 
own, behind the concrete wall. The most challenging 
point of the project was to build an architectural land-
scape behind the wall, in a way which would mimic the 
everyday life outside the complex. 

The New Crematorium (Fig. 2) had been designed by 
the Stockholm-based studio Johan Celsing Arkitektkon-
tor AB.15 It functions as an integral part of the Woodland 

15  Internet: www.celsing.se/project_display.php?id=81.

Cemetery (Skogskyrkogården)16 at Enskededalen in Stock-
holm, being located 150 metres from the famous cem-
etery chapel designed in 1940 by Gunnar Asplund.17 The 
building is set in a glade in the middle of the woods. The 
one-storey, low-pitched irregularly shaped building in  is 
made of Danish concrete and organically intermingles 
with the surrounding environment. Some of the rooms 
are located under the ground, so that the building does 
not dominate over the landscape. The architects decided 
for a massive, yet colour neutral structure which would 
not compete with Asplund’s centrepiece. However, the 
main décor scheme introduced by Asplund – the tran-
sition from the interior and the exterior has been re-
tained.18 The New Crematorium is an example of a mod-
est building where function and neutrality are the two 
main features.

Its location in the UNESCO protected environment, 
close to the iconic example of early 20th century archi-
tecture made the question of architectural landscape 
highly challenging. The undulating shape of the terrain 
and the location in the wild woods required a building 
which would correspond with the surroundings. At the 
same time, the aim was to make it easily accessible for 
the mourners, so the granite path leading to the build-
ing was designed. It created an understated link between 
the natural environment and the building. The decision 
of the project competition´s jury highlighted the level of 
concern given to the landscape, „the approach to the cre-
matory building has here been given a soft-spoken setting 
which accords with the general ambience of the Wood-
land Cemetery. The short journey through the woods is 

16  In 1994 the Skogskyrkogården cemetery was named a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, see: Internet: whc.unesco.org/en/list/558.

17  Davies and Mates 2016: 389–391. The chapel by Erik Gunnar As-
plund (1918–1920)

18  Banham (ed.) 1997: 74.

Fig. 1. Halden Prison (photo by HLM Archi-
tecture + Erik Møller Architects)
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in this way reminiscent of the journey to the Woodland 
Chapel”.19 The Woodland Chapel serves as an example of 
an architectural landscape with a great involvement into 
the questions of a very complex structure, involving both 
the natural terrain issues and the topic of in situ pieces of 
architecture which are widely recognisable monuments. 

Yet another example of a building which has to co-
exist with the iconic heritage of the past is the Munici-
pal Library in Seinäjoki, Finland (Fig. 3). The building was 
designed by the JKMM Architects studio from Helsinki.20 
It is located in the city centre21, among the complex of 
buildings based on projects of Alvar Aalto22, including the 
library dating to 1965.23 The architects opted for a very 
contemporary building which would set aside any Aalto 
connotations whatsoever. It reminds one of an expres-
sive, geometric sculpture which seems to be emerging 
from under the ground. The copper cover of the roof is 
supposed to change its look with time, while the large 
windows allow the inside and the outside space to in-
termingle with each other.24 The concept, so visually 
distant from the existing library, was meant to initiate 
the dialogue between the two parts. The two buildings 
are linked with an underground passage which is both 

19  Primary sources provided by the studio.
20  Internet: www.jkmm.fi/case/seinajoki-city-library.
21  The centre was erected between 1960 and 1968. See: Quantrill 

1995: 87–95. It is a design emerging from a humble goal to frame 
the beauty of the environment, o far from basic maentity with the 
surroundin

22  For Aalto’s complete works see: Fleig (ed.) 1990.
23  Isohauta 2003: 30–31.
24  Asmo Jaaksi, Seinäjoki City Library – architecture of details. Sources 

provided by JKMM Architects.

a physical and metaphorical connection between them. 
Despite the stylistic differences, it is worth mentioning 
that the municipal library is based on the famous, read-
er-friendly principles of library design developed by Aal-
to.25 Being the part of the landscape, the library seems 
to crawl from under the ground, in a way announcing 
the upcoming of the new in the historical environment. 

The new architectural landscape created on the basis 
of the already-existing city panorama is a result of a con-
temporary approach, acquiring the eclectic combination 
of the old with the new. The expressive, sculptural body 
of the building was supposed to form a brand-new per-
spective and a counter focal point. The aforementioned 
dialogue was continued in the core idea of library design 
principles, however, by using utterly different means 
of expression. The final result seems even more dar-
ing, given the iconic status that historic libraries have 
in Finland.26 The JKMM Architects’ work became a new 
landmark on the map of Seinäjoki city centre, opening 
the historic environment of the Northern modernism to 
brand new architectural possibilities. 

The building of the Finnish Nature Centre Haltia 
(Fig. 4) is an example of architecture responding to the 
natural shape of the landscape, underlining its complex-

25  The most distinctive example which embodied the principles of a us-
er-friendly, functionalistic approach was the Viipuri (currently Vyborg, 
Russia) Library. See: Adlercreutz, Kairamo and Mustonen 2015.

26  The majority of fully-functional libraries in Finland have been ac-
complished after 1990. The only exceptions (apart from the Viipuri 
Library which does not belong to the Finnish territory) are The 
Seinäjoki City Library (1963), The City Library of Rovaniemi by Alvar 
Aalto (1965), and The City Library of Tampere by Raili and Reima 
Pietilä; Internet: buildings.libraries.fi. 

Fig. 2. New Crematorium (photo by Erik 
Hugoson, Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor AB)
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Fig. 3. Municipal Library in Seinäjoki (photo 
by JKMM Architects)

ity. It is a project of the Lahdelma & Mahlamäki Archi-
tects Ltd, with professor Rainer Mahlamäki27 as the head 
designer. Located in the forest, on a slope of a mountain, 
Haltia takes advantage of the natural surface inclination, 
allowing the structure to open towards the woods. The 
simple, horizontally laid-out building is covered with 
wooden panels which make it visually an integral part of 
the landscape. The dominant element of the building is 
the observatory tower with the viewing point for the sur-
rounding area. The Haltia project proved that the mod-

27  Internet: www.arklm.fi.

est approach to architecture based on naturally available 
materials28 always remains in synergy with nature, under-
lining its beauty, not competing with it. 

The Finnish Nature Centre Haltia became a widely 
recognised landmark structure from the very beginning 
as it is located by the lake Pitkäjärvi next to the Nuuk-

28  The environmentally-friendly design of Haltia has been widely ac-
claimed. In 2013 Haltia received the Finnish Wood Prize, and in 
2014 was granted the Special Commendation for Sustainability by 
the European Museum Forum (for its building materials and its 
energy saving green technology).

Fig. 4. Finnish Nature Centre Haltia (photo 
by Mika Huisman, Lahdelma & Mahlamäki 
Architects)
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sio National Park in Espoo. While the unspoilt, natural 
landscape gained a brand new building, it was designed 
in order to mark its presence very subtly. For this rea-
son, the architects mirrored the natural materials of its 
surroun dings – granite bedrocks, waters of the lake and 
dense forest, applying them in the structure of the build-
ing, hence the predominant presence of wood and rocks. 
Moreover, the building’s sloping structure, providing a di-
rect access from the outside, accentuates its connection 
to nature. This solution also allows the building to be less 
dominant over the landscape, and rather become an in-
tegral part of it, both thanks to the materials and the 
construction. Haltia, undoubtedly, embodies the Finnish 
approach to architecture in its synergy with the environ-
ment and by preserving the natural landscape it inhabits.

The most extravagant object/building presented 
du-ring the Biennale was the Harads Tree Hotel shel-
tered high up in the trees. Paradoxically, it can be also 
conside red the humblest of them all. The tiny hotel, lo-
cated in the Swedish Harads, was designed in 2010 by 
the Tham & Videgård Arkitekter Studio.29 The aluminium 
cubic, 4 x 4 x 4 metre large structure are covered with 
reflecting glass panels, which make them almost invisi-
ble as they mirror the surrounding environment. It is an 
innovative approach to architectural landscape as the 
structure itself attempts to be absent. This provides the 
feeling of complete integration with nature, the guests of 
the hotel can see everything from the inside, remaining 
unnoticeable from the outside. The project reflects the 
huge trend towards being as close to nature as possible, 
without interfering with the shape of the landscape. 

The materials chosen to construct the Tree Hotel 
touch upon yet another significant aspect, partially con-
nected to the matter of architectural landscape – that is, 
the correlation between the building and nature. While 
usually there is a movement towards architecture using 
locally available materials to create the feeling of entity 
with the surroundings. In this case the architects opted 
for both contemporary forms and materials. The final re-
sult can thus be seen as a paradox, i.e., that an object/
piece of architecture being so far from basic natural re-
sources should become an integral part of the scenery, 
to some extent even multiplying the visual experience of 
the landscape itself.

The National Tourist Route Trollstigen and the viewing 
platform were designed by the local studio Reiulf Ram-
stad Architects30 to offer its visitors the unique experi-
ence of following a path between the mountains. The lat-
est addition to the Trollstigen31 infrastructure is a viewing 
platform and visitors’ centre. The architects took advan-
tage of the shape of the landscape, locating the centre at 
the plateau, while the viewing platform is approachable 
from the serpentine path leading up the mountain. This 

29  Ibelings and Long 2009. 
30  Ramstad, Thau and Ibelings 2013.
31  Baudoin 2016: 141–152. 

concept allows visitors to choose the altitude that they 
prefer. The platform itself, covered with untreated cop-
per, has a very dynamic shape. The irregular form made 
it possible to construct various viewing points, each of 
them with a different approach on the edge of the plat-
form. Some are fitted with a traditional closed balus-
trade, others have glass panels. The sharp construction 
hanging above the plateau elongates the natural shape 
of the mountain. The river underneath visually corre-
sponds with the designed building. The Trollstigen Visi-
tors’ Centre provides a very clear division between the 
landscape and the designed structure, meant to support 
the visitors in their Nordic nature experience.

The route network features the design emerging from 
a humble goal to frame the beauty of the environment, 
while remaining stylistically neutral. The waterfalls and 
the valley with their shapes have been mirrored by the 
architects in the project by using irregular, sharp forms 
which are reminiscent of the rocky path underneath. In 
order to cater to the expected number of visitors, the 
structure contains motorway-accessible parking. It has 
been designed to allow access for all the tourists while at 
the same time being as unobtrusive as possible, in order 
to not interfere with its surroundings. 

The next example – kindergarten Råå Day Care Center 
in Kustgatan, Sweden (Fig. 5) presents a thoughtful ap-
proach to both modern solutions and historic legacy.32 
It was designed in 2013 by Danish architect Dorte Man-
drup. The kindergarten building is located directly by the 
sea side, beside the old school building. The idea of the 
project was to create a space suitable for the needs of its 
small users corresponding to the ideals of Scandinavian 
pedagogy, which would additionally correspond with the 
surrounding environment. For this reason, Dorte Man-
drup opted for a low, wooden building whose structure 
resembles the shape of the old fishermen houses which 
were the part of the scenery in the past. The effect has 
been reached by using sharp, dynamic lines which make 
the structure look contemporary, at the same time cor-
responding with the dynamics of the sea. Large windows, 
reflecting the sea, link the building with the environment 
and wooden panels covering the building provide the el-
ement of traditional craft, with time adding the desired 
element of patina. 

The close proximity to the sea has also influenced the 
final result as the roof of the kindergarten reminds of the 
shape of the waves and sand dunes. Hence the build-
ing is quite flat, does not dominate over the landscape. 
With time, the intended patina will make the building 
an integral part of the environment, reminiscing the ar-
chitectural past of the site as well as the neighbouring 
fisherman town of Råå. The project has been awarded 
several architectural prizes.33 

32  More on the topic of kindergarten architecture: Dudek: 2000.
33  Träpriset 2016, German Iconic Award 2015, Skåne’s Architecture 

Prize – 2014.
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Fig. 5. Råå Day Care Center (photo  
by Dorte Madrup Architects)

The Puukuokka housing block in Jyväskylä (Fig. 6) 
is an eight-story height wooden apartment building in 
the suburbs of the city, designed in 2015 by the local 
studio OOPEAA Office for Peripheral Architecture.34 It is 
located in the neighbourhood of the church designed by 
the same studio. The building itself is made of the iconic 
Finnish material – untreated wood which underlines the 
connection with the native land. All parts of the buildings 
are made of prefabricated modules which guarantee the 
same standard of each part. Energy saving, efficient and 
user-friendly buildings are meant to create a new town-
scape in a suburban area, whose oldest extant element 
was concrete church. As far as the architectural composi-
tion is concerned, the block is planned to be the first of 
three buildings which are to be positioned in shape of an 
arch. The exterior elevation is painted black, while the 
interior one is white, this colour-coded scheme accentu-
ates the outside and the inside sphere of the complex. 

This housing complex, with its intentionally threefold 
composition, will become a dominant element of the ur-
ban landscape in its neighbourhood. The location of the 
building(s) on a slight elevation, gives the impression of 
a closed environment. Also arranging them in the form 

34  Andersen and Kauste 2014.

of a soft arch underlines the feeling of separation. At 
the same time, the applied colour scheme opens up the 
complex to the surrounding environment. The little for-
est arranged inside of the arch-shaped ground plan pro-
vides the city dwellers with a part of a natural landscape. 
Being the first Finnish housing block of such a height, 
the project of OOPEAA combined the assets of affordable 
housing with the benefits usually available for smaller 
units of this type. Architectural landscape-wise, the pro-
ject presents a conscious approach to the question of 
social housing, providing the optimum of a natural envi-
ronment possible for such a limited urban environment.

The very last example presented at the Nordic Pavil-
ion is the Performing Arts Centre Kilden (Fig. 7) located 
by the harbour of Kristiansand in Norway.35 It was de-
signed by ALA Architects. Its shape reminds one of a ship 
moored in the docks. Large areas of windows open the 
façade of the building towards the sea. The cantilever 
roof, folded from the inside, makes the building more dy-
namic. Situated directly by the water and surrounded by 
typical Norwegian wooden architecture, Kilden became 
the focal point of the landscape, corresponding visually 
with the marine traffic. Being such a distinctive part of 

35  Internet: ala.fi/work/kilden-performing-arts-centre.

Fig. 6. Puukuokka housing block (photo  
by OOPEAA)
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Fig. 7. Performing Arts Centre KILDEN (pho-
to by ALA Architects)

the landscape, Kilden became the landmark of the town, 
creating a new way of architectural development.       

Concluding, all the presented examples, which were 
part of the Venice Architectural Biennale 2016, dem-
onstrate that the Scandinavian level of concern regard-
ing architectural landscape is very high. The architects 
have placed their main focus on including their works 
into the already existing environment. Even such radical 
examples as the closed complex of the Halden prison 
was meant to be an integral part of the surrounding fo-
rest by its irregular form which reflects the glade shape 
commonly occurring in nature. A similar attitude was 
applied to the design of the New Crematorium located 
in the Woodland Cemetery. Yet another important as-
pect addressed by the architects was the natural shape 
of the landscape which had not been modified for the 
needs of the project. Instead the project itself has been 
adjusted to nature in order to organically merge into the 
existing environment, just like in the case of the Haltia 
Centre. 

The architectural pieces facing the greatest challenges 
were the ones located near already existing pieces of ar-
chitecture. These include well-established and histori-
cally recognisable buildings by the famous architects like 
Alvar Aalto or Gunnar Erik Asplund. The municipal library 
in Seinäjoki had to confront the architectural legacy of 
the iconic library by Aalto. The question of being a brand 
new architectural concept, however based on the princi-
ples of library design developed by Aalto, smoothly com-
bined the old with the new. The same situation was to be 
observed in case of the above-mentioned crematorium, 

located in the same complex as the Asplund piece. The 
architectural landscape in both cases was based on the 
attempt to visually separate the past from the present, 
while remaining in dialogue with each other. The dia-
logue itself was the most challenging part of the project 
as, in both cases, it stood somewhere in between ne-
gating any historical influences and totally following the 
past. Altogether, it resulted in fusion landscapes which 
accepted and respected the environment of the past, 
adding a brand new aspect to it.   

Nordic architects are often said to be in a state of 
creative stagnation caused by the heavy burden of their 
iconic ancestors as they keep on either developing their 
ideas or transposing them into the present. Even at-
tempts to set up brand new aesthetics are very often 
based on the earlier principles. Although the contempo-
rary projects at their core might seem imitative of previo-
us modernist and functionalistic solutions, they show the 
creative search for the new form with an in-depth knowl-
edge and consciousness of the past. Despite the ongo-
ing critique, their humble attitude of respect allowed the 
architects to create buildings which are in synergy with 
the surrounding environment, in many cases becoming 
the focal point of the landscape. Notwithstanding many 
formal variations, all of the projects presented in this 
paper show a very clear vision of integrity towards the 
existing landscape as well as the heritage and history of 
their locations. Thanks to the efforts of the architects it 
was possible to develop the architectural landscape of 
Scandinavia by expanding the possibilities of the past, 
not by outshining or negating them.
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Unpublished sources
• Architectural documentation (sketches, drawings and 

floor plans) from the archives of the following companies: 
OOPEAA Office for Peripheral Architecture Jyväskylä, Fin-
land, HLM Architecture + Erik Møller Architects Halden 
(Norway), Dorte Mandrup Kustgaten (Sweden), JKMM Ar-
chitects Seinäjoki (Finland), ALA Architects Kristiansand 
(Norway), Johan Celsing Stockholm (Sweden), Lahdelma 
& Mahlamäki Haltia (Finland), Reiulf Ramstad Archi-
tects Trollstigen (Norway), Tham & Videgård Harads (Swe-
den).

• Correspondence with architectural studios: Maria Mahl-
amaki of Architects Lahdelma & Mahlamaki, Sven Etzler of 
Celsing Architecture, Essi Rautiola of ALA Architects, Anni 
Ruotsalainen of JKMM Architects, Lise Goldschmidt Laursen 
of Dorte Mandrup Architects, Anne Kaivo-Oja of OOPEAA, 
Line Spangsmark of Eric Møller Architects. 

• Introductory Conversation – “In Therapy” at the 2016 Nor-
dic Pavilion, Venice the 27th of May 2016.
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