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The challenges of the global climate crisis are heightened in large
part by a pervasive uncertainty regarding how architects and de-
signers can address this challenge most effectively. In a situation
where action is needed, but the correct strategies remain un-
known, it is essential for architects to share their experiences and
knowledge as broadly as possible. They must seek out perspec-
tives that can help them overcome these impasses. When climate
change was put at the top of the international environmental agen-
da more than a decade ago, Scandinavian countries were ready
and able to respond quickly and methodically. Today, Scandinavia
is still on the forefront of sustainable development, reorienting cul-
tural engagement and economic growth to face climate change.
The experience and knowledge accumulated by architects from
Denmark, Norway and Sweden have the potential to enrich the
exchange of ideas that is vital to a shift towards holistic thinking
and sustainable architectural practice.

In this book, essential aspects of sustainability in architecture
and planning are approached from many diverse perspectives.
They exemplify the breadth and depth of explorations underway.
The collection of writings is based on six years of visits made to
the three Scandinavian countries, and sustained engagements 
with the schools of architecture in the capital cities of Copenhagen,
Oslo and Stockholm. The book aims to illuminate lessons being
learned by architects in Scandinavia, that are also relevant in a
global perspective. 

The main drivers of sustainability are highlighted through case
studies that cover all scales from planning and infrastructure to
buildings and components. The cases illustrate central themes
such as energy, lifecycles, industrialization, durability, transforma-
tion, and history. More acutely architectural topics such as adapt-
ability, integrated design, and architectural education/tradition fur-
ther permeate the cases. At the same time, the projects exempli-
fy the best practices of sustainable architecture in Scandinavia in-
cluding housing, offices, cultural buildings, and urban development. 

Ali Malkawi is professor of architectural technology at the Har-
vard Graduate School of Design and founding director of the Har-
vard Center for Green Buildings and Cities. Marius Nygaard is pro-
fessor of architecture at the Oslo School of Architecture and De-
sign (AHO). Anne Beim is professor of architecture at the Royal
Danish Academy of Fine Arts Schools of Architecture, Design and
Conservation in Copenhagen. Erik Stenberg is associate professor
of architecture at the KTH School of Architecture and the Built En-
vironment in Stockholm.  
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Scandinavian countries responded quickly and methodically 
when climate change became highlighted as the main 
international environmental agenda decades ago. Today, 
Scandinavia is on the forefront of sustainable development, 
with cultural involvement, economic growth, and climate 
change in mind. The experience and knowledge accumulated 
over the years by architects from Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden have the potential to enrich the international 
architectural community as it transitions its practice towards 
a more holistic and sustainability future.

In this book, essential aspects of sustainability in architecture 
and planning are approached from many diverse perspectives 
that exemplify the breadth and depth of explorations 
underway in Scandinavia today. The collection of writings is 
based on six years of visits made to these three Scandinavian 
countries, and sustained engagements with the schools of 
architecture in the capital cities. The presentation of these 
perspectives is intended to illuminate lessons being learned 
by architects in Scandinavia, and  to share these ideas with a 
global audience. 

The main drivers of sustainability are highlighted through case 
studies that cover all scales from planning and infrastructure 
to buildings and components. They treat global, regional, 
political, and cultural themes, and give each their specifically 
architectural significance. More acutely architectural topics 
such as adaptability, holistic thinking, and architectural 
education/tradition further permeate the cases. At the same 
time, the cases exemplify the best architectural practices of 
sustainability in Scandinavia. 
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Scandinavia is on the forefront of sustainable development, 
with cultural involvement, economic growth, and climate 
change in mind. The roots of this book began in a summer pro-
gram conceived by Professor Ali Malkawi in 2010 while at the 
University of Pennsylvania School of Design. It is based upon 
many years of engagement with schools of architecture, lead-
ing practitioners, and stakeholders at the municipal level in the 
capital cities of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden.

The intention of that program was to educate students 
about the advancements that these Scandinavian countries 
have made in architectural design and sustainability, and to 
illustrate their specific commonalities and subtle differenc-
es. It was evident that little interaction has been established 
among the three nations in professional practice or academic 
approaches. The program was held in collaboration with part-
nering professors and their associated universities: Professor 
Marius Nygaard at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design 
(AHO) in Norway; Associate Professor Erik Stenberg at the  
Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) in Stockholm, Sweden; and 
Professor Anne Beim at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts 
(KADK) School of Architecture in Copenhagen, Denmark. 

In the fall of 2015, the symposium “Sustainability in Scan-
dinavia” was held at the Harvard Center for Green Buildings and 
Cities at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design. A 
workshop with the main participants in the program followed, 
initiating the writing of this book. During two subsequent other 
meetings at KTH in Stockholm and AHO in Oslo, the contribu-
tors continued to work on the structure and content of the 
book and began to define its chapters. 

This book discusses the essential aspects of sustainabil-
ity in architecture and planning, with the intention to bring les-
sons learned in Scandinavia to the forefront. The main drivers 
of sustainability are highlighted through case studies that cov-
er all scales, from planning and infrastructure to buildings and 
components. At the same time, the cases exemplify the best 
practices of sustainable architecture in Scandinavia, including 
housing, offices, and cultural buildings. Both historical and con-
temporary projects illustrate the strengths of their respective 
practices. They illustrate the diversity and enhancements of 
Scandinavian architecture and urban work. 

The main themes of this book were developed on the 
basis of extensive dialogues between the authors. The dis-
cussions explored several dimensions of sustainability, includ-
ing global, regional, political, and cultural topics that range in 
scale from the city to the building to a structural component. 
Global versus regional themes included climate, geographies, 
natural resources, and demography; political topics included 
economies, governmental, and societal structures; and, final-
ly, cultural discussions included building culture, traditions and 
history, social culture, and aesthetics.

The commitment to sustainability in the built environment 
is prominent throughout Scandinavia. Although the three coun-
tries discussed here have much in common, their develop-
ments and differences in terms of sustainability are very much 
rooted in their varying geopolitical and cultural developments, 
natural resources, and climates.

In contrast to the US, and even Europe, Scandinavia de-
veloped a form of minimalism in combination with a strong con-
cern for developing the “welfare state” after WWII. Scarcity of 
resources, extreme weather, and their respective sociopolitical 
movements impelled these three nations to conserve and sus-
tain resources. 

When climate change became highlighted as the main 
environmental international agenda more than a decade ago, 
these three countries self-imposed stricter emissions regu-
lations. Among many other factors, their resource differences 
influenced and differentiated their building codes. For exam-
ple, the use of biofuel and waste source energy is prominent 
in Sweden and Denmark, as opposed to Norway, which relies 
more on hydropower.

These three countries present sophisticated examples 
of infrastructure systems that allow energy to be exchanged, 
in some cases among buildings; in others, between buildings 
and transport systems. They also allow waste heat to be col-
lected from incinerators, for example, and combined with other 
energy-generating systems. This provides planners and archi-
tects with the means to design systems and buildings that are 
integrative, durable, and highly efficient as regards energy ex-
change and balance.

Denmark 
Denmark is a small country, with a total area of only 42,931   
square kilometers. Natural energy sources and material resour
ces have historically been limited and are still so today. Danish 
building culture has therefore grown out of material scarcity, 
necessity, and ingenuity—and today, these aspects form an ar-
chitectural tradition of simplified, efficient, and creative design. 
These aspects are also at the root of how Danish architects 
are defining sustainable architecture today. A holistic idea of 
well-designed architecture that cares for its social and cultur-
al context and composed of natural, sound materials is a core 
concern in most sustainable architectural solutions. However, 
this understanding has been seriously challenged ever since 
the energy crises of the 1970s, which led to a strong political 
focus on energy consumption and technologies for alternative 
energy resources in Denmark. Buildings began to be consid-
ered from the perspective of energy performance, and building 
legislation changed accordingly to address questions of engi-
neering.

For decades Denmark has, among many efficiency-en-
hancing initiatives, prompted the use of district heating sys-
tems that reduce waste and improve efficiency. Denmark 
hosted the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change in 2009; in the same year, the city council adopted the 
Copenhagen Climate Plan, and formulated a vision for Copen-
hagen to become carbon-neutral by 2025. The first of these 
sets the ambition of reducing emissions by twenty percent by 
2015. The second, the CPH 2025 Climate Plan, is a holistic plan 
as well as a collection of specific goals and initiatives covering 
four areas: energy consumption, energy production, green mo-
bility, and city administration.
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in Scandinavia 
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The seventeen goals of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development adopted in 2015 are now starting to im-
pact Sweden’s regulations for a sustainable built environment.3 
A renewed interest in social sustainability (following years of in-
creased urban socio-economic segregation) is being coupled 
with ambitious environmental goals. For instance, Stockholm’s 
ambition of becoming carbon neutral by 2040 has translated 
into regulations for maximum energy usage in new construc-
tion. At the same time, the national building sector is search-
ing for new ways to reduce their environmental impact while 
increasing production to meet demands for up to seven hun-
dred thousand new units of housing (and accompanying urban 
fabric) by 2025. 

Norway 
Norway’s geographical location and dramatic topography cre-
ate a multitude of climatic zones. The humid and temperate 
landscapes along the ocean coast and deep fjords are only a 
few kilometers away from polar mountain areas. The northern 
boreal forest belt has supplied materials for diverse building 
cultures adapted to the local climate. Inland farms were typi-
cally located on warmer hillsides, above the cold valley bottoms 
and below the chilly, windy hilltops. Local resources were uti-
lized for log construction and slate or turf cladding on roofs. 
The coastal towns contain buildings used for shipping and fish-
ing, timber structures protected from wind and rain by wooden 
cladding. Both the structure and details of old, traditional build-
ings lend themselves to easy maintenance, expansion, and the 
possibilities of reuse that are vital to sustainability. 

Warmed by the Gulf Stream, the coastal zones allow for 
small-scale farming, which, together with fishing, formed a 
stable economic basis for settlements. Industries based on 
natural resources, oil, and hydroelectric power sustained de-
centralized growth in Norway. Supported by a strong tradition 
of municipal government and investments, this regional devel-
opment has modified the transfer of people, wealth, and power 
to the cities. Today, sustainable urbanism and architecture is 
adapting to the variety of urban patterns in Norway.

The rebuilding of Norwegian towns and settlements after 
WWII was influenced both by social programs and a scarcity 
of resources. Together with international impulses, it inspired 
a modern architecture wherein rationality and simplicity were 
modified and adapted to the site and the local culture. Archi-
tects and teachers such as Knut Knutsen, Arne Korsmo, and 
Sverre Fehn influenced architectural education.

Between the mid-sixties and the mid-eighties, the speed 
and size of urban expansion increased while the quality of 
large-scale social housing developments decreased. This co-
incided with the environmental threat of pollution and severe 
conflicts over hydropower plans for Norway’s remaining wa-
terfalls. While searching for alternatives, many architects took 
part in the development of autonomous houses and commu-
nities based on natural building materials, solar energy, small-
scale farming, and local systems for water and sewage. Other 
architects initiated projects that demonstrated new technolo-

gies for utilizing renewable energy and controlling heating and 
ventilation.

In the late nineties, the focus shifted from singular solu-
tions to the performance of whole buildings and urban devel-
opments. Environmental programs were formulated that de-
fined quantified aims ranging from energy demand via use of 
materials to landscaping and facilitation of bicycling and public 
transport. The political aims of near-zero energy and emissions 
have initiated government and industry funded research ef-
forts that have defined and exemplified this category of build-
ings.4 It shows that the choice of materials is vital when aiming 
for zero emissions. Another conclusion is that the systems for 
energy supply and indoor climate control must be simplified to 
be reliable and to allow future changes in building use. Today, 
the diverse trends of techno-criticism and rigorous scientific 
exploration unite in searching for sustainability in urban pat-
terns, and in the materiality, spatial structure, and natural flows 
of light and air in architecture.

A series of ambitious Norwegian innovation programs has 
led to the rapid implementation of strategies for building with 
energy and emissions near zero in a life-cycle perspective.5 
The abundance of renewable hydroelectric power has enabled 
a ban in the use of fossil fuel for heating. Increased energy ef-
ficiency in buildings frees up capacity for the electrification of 
road transport, which is subsidized by the lenient taxation of 
electric cars.

The Planning and Building Act6 regulates municipal au-
thority and public information and influence on planning and 
building. This is vital to the social sustainability of urban de-
velopment, but has been weakened in the last decades by a 
gradual transfer of property ownership and planning initiatives 
to the private sector. 

After ratifying the UN Paris agreement in 2016, the Nor-
wegian government proposed a climate act that binds future 
administrations to a forty percent reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2030 and a reduction of more than eighty percent 
by 2050.7 This introduces another push toward new regulations 
for the building industry, where further innovations in sustain-
able architecture and urbanism need to be developed and im-
plemented.

Since the oil crises of the 1970s, Denmark’s policies have 
striven for self-sufficiency in terms of energy supplies; initially 
by means of oil and gas from the North Sea, and later by use of 
wind energy and waste incineration. Today, Denmark is almost 
self-sufficient.

Denmark implemented the EU Building Energy Perfor-
mance Directive early on, and ambitiously. Denmark follows the 
general EU regulations that aim for a thirty percent reduction 
of CO² emissions in 2020 (as compared to 1990), and over time 
strict energy codes have been incorporated into Danish archi-
tecture at all levels. In 2008, voluntary “Low Energy Classes” 
were introduced by the government, providing incentives for 
the entire Danish construction industry to improve competen-
cies and products.1 The strictest, Building Class 2020, reduces 
energy consumption by about fifty percent as compared to to-
day (2017), which is comparable with passive house standards. 
Even better, Building Class 2020 also asks for such qualities as 
a healthy and comfortable indoor climate, good architecture, 
and daylight.

While optimizing energy performance has been a central 
part of Danish building legislation for almost half a century, a 
relatively new driver of sustainable building is the high-level use 
of building components and advanced building technologies. 
Pioneering architects are making exceptional strides toward 
reducing the energy consumption of buildings, proposing de-
sign strategies that make creative use of both new and reused 
materials, alternative technologies, and construction designs. 

The focus of sustainability in Denmark is expanding from 
a sole focus on energy consumption in the building’s opera-
tional phase to include considerations of the durability of build-
ing materials and their environmental impact. 

Due to political demands for energy renovations of ex-
isting buildings, this market is estimated to grow. This tenden-
cy has sparked an interest in reclaiming and reusing building 
materials and components from the perspectives of efficient 
waste handling, the circular economy, and environmental pro-
tection. Parallel to these concerns there is an increased em-
phasis on the cultural aspects of energy renovation among 
Danish architects. How one can improve energy performance 
without losing or harming cultural heritage of both cities and 
buildings has thus become a vital question. This has also pro-
voked discussions not only about how architecture creates 
value for society and individuals across economic, social, and 
environmental spheres, but also, quite importantly, how cultur-
al and aesthetic qualities are now, little by little, being taken into 
consideration.

Sweden
Beginning in the early 20th century, the possibility of construct-
ing a new society through the built environment became ap-
parent. It was also a way to counter the negative side effects of 
industrialization and urbanization, such as poverty, sickness, 
and pollution. Politicians, planners, and architects joined forces 
to work on building the welfare state in an unprecedented way. 
In this effort, architects such as Gunnar Asplund, Sven Marke-

lius, Backström & Reinius, Oswald Almquist, and Hakon Ahlberg 
were instrumental. From the Woodland Cemetery to the Stock-
holm Public Library, Asplund was able to transform ideas into 
form to construct and serve the People’s Home (Folkhemmet) 
as outlined by Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson in 1928. The 
duo Backström & Reinius not only master-planned Vällingby 
Centrum as an “ABC city,” wherein A stands for “work,” B for 
“housing,” and C for “center” or “commercial,” in the 1950s, but 
also developed the residential typology “Stjärnhus,” which pro-
vided all apartments with light from three sides. The ABC city of 
Vällingby became a model for how to build sustainably outside 
the overcrowded city centers, pairing the goal of mixed use 
with major infrastructure systems such as public transporta-
tion and district heating. However, the real impact was that the 
Stockholm Public Library and Vällingby did not remain isolat-
ed examples; the whole of Sweden’s urban fabric was trans-
formed in this progressive manner. For example, ninety percent 
of Sweden’s total housing stock has been built since 1930. Sus-
tainability in 20th-century Sweden has been primarily driven by 
a political and social ambition that has employed technological 
advances, with both economic and environmental implications. 

The rapid urbanization that Sweden is currently experi-
encing is, in some ways, reminiscent of the last turn of the cen-
tury, but which brings about a whole new set of challenges. Of 
these, the global environmental condition is the greatest driver 
for change. The environmental, social, and economic sustain-
ability as described by the Brundtland Commission2 (formerly 
the World Commission on Environment and Development) in 
1987 has been translated into new patterns of urban growth. 
The renaissance of the concentrated city center and the “walk-
able city” are making an incredible impact on the Swedish ur-
ban fabric. Examples such as Hammarby Sjöstad and Norra 
Djurgårdsstaden in Stockholm, Älvstranden in Göteborg, and 
Vallastaden in Linköping are the contemporary equivalents of 
Vällingby. Just as every small municipality in the postwar era 
was building modernist housing areas, compact urban grid 
planning is now being utilized throughout the country; even 
where surrounding urban density is lacking. As in Denmark, the 
European Union goal of reducing energy consumption by twen-
ty percent by 2020 and fifty percent by 2050 has also resulted 
in a great effort to recalibrate and renovate the existing building 
stock and increased energy standards for new construction. 
On the social and building scale, new solutions for living and 
working with less space (and therefore with a smaller environ-
mental impact) are actively being investigated by a new gener-
ation of planners and architects. For example, the use of wood 
as a sustainable building material has become a major trend 
within a greater awareness of architecture’s carbon footprint.

The recent National Strategy for Sustainable Develop-
ment and its climate change goals have targeted local and 
national aspects of economic and population growth, and 
how that growth can be sustainably managed. Today many 
eco-municipalities are flourishing in Sweden, and the trend has 
spread to Norway and Denmark. These municipalities are using 
renewable energy, mass transit, green building strategies, zero 
waste, and open space preservation. 

1	 In 2008, the Danish “low energy class” was defined as a building 
that uses 70 kWh per square meter per year. Passive house standards (ca. 
20KWh per square meter per year) will almost be reached in 2020.
2	  See http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf
3	  See http://www.globalamalen.se/om-globala-malen/
4	  The Research Centre on Zero Emission Buildings (ZEB) at the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology in Trondheim: See http://
www.zeb.no/index.php/en/final-report
5	  The FutureBuilt program (2010-2020) for sustainable architecture 
and urban development.
6	  The Planning and Building Act originally commenced in 1965. 
Successive revisions have strengthened environmental regulations, both 
as regards planning and building processes and building performance.
7	  Emission reductions compared to 1990 levels.
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Yesterday  
and 
Tomorrow 
Today 
Sustainability in Woodland  
Cemetery, Stockholm, 1915–1940,  
by Gunnar Asplund and  
Sigurd Lewerentz

	 David Leatherbarrow

Think globally, act locally
This well-known and often-repeated truism couples re-

sponsible action within a closely circumscribed vicinity with 
wide-eyed awareness of broadly encompassing frameworks—
those of the natural world, of course, but also those of history 
and culture. Architects who adopt this axiom are thus enjoined 
to develop projects that acknowledge conditions that are more 
extensively ambient than the building’s immediate site—re-
gional and social topographies, understood spatially. On prin-
ciple, this would seem to be a normal and attractive task, as 
nothing is more natural for architects than concern for spatial 
conditions. Among the arts, architecture’s special competen-
cy is the arrangement and construction of inhabitable spaces. 
Though this is a valid assumption, the focus here will be on an-
other dimension of architecture (and architectural sustainabil-
ity): the built work’s temporal dimensions.1 The basic premise 
is the uncontroversial definition: architecture gives durable di-
mension to the spaces of our lives.

While there is no agreement about who originated the 
truism cited above, it is frequently credited to Patrick Geddes, 
whose Cities in Evolution has inspired many generations of sus-
tainability-minded architects and planners. An entirely credible 
alternative source is the philosopher René Dubos, who was 
one of the driving intellectual forces behind the Declaration of 
the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment of 
1972, an international meeting that was held in Stockholm.

The city was a generous host, opening a number of its 
splendid buildings, among them the Royal Palace, to the at-
tendees.2 Inside the residence, participants repeatedly rein-
forced the “think globally, act locally” principle when address-
ing matters of population, pollution, resource use, habitat 
pre-servation, and economic, educational, and urban develop-
ment. Coincidentally, just before the conference, Sigurd Lew-
erentz had developed designs for expanding that very Palace, 
designs that demonstrated architecture’s contributions to a 
city’s spatial order very clearly. Lewerentz envisaged a new 
ensemble of public and private settings, proposing changes 
that would have creatively transformed, indeed improved, pre-
existing circumstances. Sadly, his project came to an end only 
months before the statesmen, scientists, and philosophers 
held their deliberations.

Thinking beyond a project’s boundary while acting within 
its proper limits was hardly new to Lewerentz in 1972. This ap-
proach can be seen very clearly in his well-known project for a 
cemetery in the same city, the Woodland Cemetery, designed in 
collaboration with Gunnar Asplund.3 That project’s contribution 
to our understanding of sustainable architecture, however, is 
not only as a spatial arrangement. Even more important—more 
challenging and decisive—is what the project teaches us about 
sustainability’s temporal dimensions. 

Building Time
Given our typical concern for a building’s palpable concrete-
ness, its readiness for direct and immediate use and experi-
ence, a work’s extended temporality will probably seem largely 

Base of the Granite Cross sculpture, designed by Asplund in 1939, 
Woodland Crematorium in background. All photos: David Leatherbarrow.

Next spread: Portico of the Woodland Crematorium.

AxelMenges
Linien



1514

AxelMenges
Linien



1716

The Way of Seven Wells, toward the Chapel of Resurrection.  

Approach to Woodland Chapel, designed by Gunnar Asplund and 
inaugurated in 1920; porch places a distinct accent on verticality. 

Departure from Woodland Chapel; the same porch now emphasizes 
horizontality. 

insignificant, if considered at all. We tend to think that a con-
struction is as it should be when its materials, construction, 
layout and “look” exist in the way that was specified in design. 
Unfinished and under-maintained buildings are unfit for life. In-
habitation begins when construction and reconstruction end.

Uncontroversial as these commonplaces may seem, 
they are contradicted by the equally plain fact that a building’s 
“move-in” and “photo-ready” condition never lasts very long, 
hardly more than a season, certainly not through the years and 
decades of its use, well after the builders have left the site. 
“Houses rise and fall,” T. S. Elliot observed in Four Quartets, and 
they:

�. . . crumble, are extended, 
Are removed, destroyed, restored, or in their place 
Is an open field, or a factory, or a by-pass.4

Succession, it would seem, is the result of environmental and 
cultural change. It is not, however, their governing principle, 
at least according to the poet. The poem’s solemn invocation 
suggests another sense of time, one that is nonlinear, not ex-
actly cyclical, but intelligible and familiar just the same:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.5

The basic question is, can we discover the same mingling of 
chronological phases in built works that present themselves 
as sustainable—an “interlapsing” of past, present, and future? 
Considering the decades-long construction of the Stockholm 
Woodland Cemetery, as well as its extension beyond a few 
buildings into the wider landscape, one should ask whether 
the achronological—neither linear nor fully cyclical—life span 
of buildings and landscapes is not decisive in projects that 
seek to sustain themselves. The question can be refined more 
by considering what might be called the artificial and natural 
time of buildings, their schedules of construction, inhabitation, 
and renewal, as they unfold in concert with the passing of days, 
seasons, years, and ages.

Despite the appreciation of intelligent design and skilled 
craft, it seems there is no good reason to privilege a work’s first 
over its later appearances. Our tendency to concentrate on the 
qualities of a building that display the designer’s intentions is 
a disciplinary prejudice that limits one’s grasp of its pre- and 
post-professional life. This conclusion runs against the grain of 
most planning and restoration campaigns, no matter whether 
they are undertaken by specialists in programming or preser-
vation or by the designers themselves. Many buildings improve 
over time.6 Sometimes this occurs through intentional modifi-
cations (additions and alterations) that compensate for inade-
quate foresight.

Other improvements result from the work’s “natural” ten-
dency to settle into its location, absorbing into its physical body 
qualifications that render it more congenial to ambient condi-

tions—and by this, weathering in all its forms: sedimentation, 
saturation, staining, erosion, coloration, and so on.

Unforeseen improvements qualify the work, sometimes 
making it more livable than what had been intended—although, 
admittedly, these types of changes sometimes make the build-
ing worse. Even if we postpone judgments about the merit of 
unforeseen alterations, they are inevitable in works that last 
and therefore should be taken into consideration in any ac-
count of a building’s concrete reality. Surely sustainability has a 
temporal register, along the indices of which its successes and 
failures can be measured.

The question becomes more specific: how might a de-
signer’s understanding of likely change—the past understood 
as a former present and the future as a present yet to come—
be made legible on the surfaces or in the spaces of a built 
work? If architecture’s basic task is to convey knowledge of the 
ways that an individual exists in the world, how might an orien-
tation such as this be both spatial and temporal, topographical 
and historical?

Buildings live, and they die
Contemporary architectural theory, at both the center and mar-
gins of sustainability discussions, frequently returns to consid-
erations of life cycle.7 Duration/durability/endurance is the basic 
issue. Subtopics include recycling (materials), replacement (of 
elements), and life span (long- and short-term). The currency 
of these considerations should not lead one to assume they are 
recent discoveries. The understandings that excite designers 
and thinkers today were already topical in the 1970s, as we have 
seen in the principles of the Stockholm Conference, but they 
were no less relevant in the first decades of the 20th century, 
when the competition for the Woodland Cemetery was held, 
and well before that too.

Nor is it surprising that ideas of temporality in architecture, 
especially of deterioration and finality, entered into the design 
processes of the Woodland Cemetery, inasmuch as endings 
(also beginnings, thus cycles) could not be avoided. In fact, they 
had to be thematized, for the funeral settings and graveyards 
were dedicated to remembrance, which is to say keeping pres-
ent what had passed. Lewerentz observed that a single upright 
stone can make time’s passing vividly apparent. Duration will be 
plainly evident, he said, when upright elements stand against 
the forces that range across the earth’s horizons.8 This is be-
cause every work that is raised out of the ground suffers the 
effects of those forces, varying in direction, cycle, and intensity, 
through diurnal, seasonal, and annual changes.

The built work’s suffering begins on day one. The end of 
construction starts the clock of decay. Changes multiply as 
hours, days, and seasons pass: more marks on the surfaces, 
more erosion of carefully cut edges, and less regularity in de-
signed geometries. The overall tendency, of course, is down-
ward; eventually all the way down through 90 degrees. No build-
ing stands forever. Admittedly, it is a little premature to speak 
of ruins at the time of construction. Well-designed cemeteries 
can also, Lewerentz said, convey a “feeling of peace, emanat-
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ing from eternity. . . [allowing] new generations to rediscover the 
harmonious, serene forms of the large burial grounds, keeping 
them alive . . .”9 The question is how built works can achieve and 
maintain this manner of tranquility and poise. Surely the equa-
nimity Lewerentz described is the real promise of a sustainable 
architecture and, more plausibly, a sustainable landscape.10

Context as Pretext
Before there was a project for the Woodland Cemetery, there 
was a given site, one with particular environmental conditions 
and cultural meanings. Speaking generally, it was a forest lo-
cation—hardly something strange in Sweden. More particu-
larly, it was a landscape in which groves of trees had been 
selectively cleared for the digging of quarries (gravel pits). The 
site was edged by farmlands on one side and a railway on the 
other. These existing conditions, variously primitive and practi-
cal, suggested to Lewerentz and Asplund the development of 
a range of landscape elements: mounds, dells, valleys, knolls, 
paths, and enclosures. This is to say that anterior circumstanc-
es served as pretexts for the design’s narratives, in both their 
spatial and temporal configurations.

To treat context as pretext means not only taking it as an 
excuse for one element or another, but rather adopting it as a 
set of first premises or initial prompts—parts of a text, one can 
say, set out before the project begins. Many of the Cemetery’s 
paths, for example, were designed to follow the contours of 
the given terrain, edging its depressions where a meandering 
through-route was required, or turning against the slope when 
a ritualized entry or exit was intended. Both cultivation and 
construction occurred in this way, working with and against 
existing conditions. And each approach had precedents. The 
forest had developed on the site over centuries, albeit for the 
purposes of gravel extraction and agricultural yield, thus con-
struction of the site’s enclosures and contours was well under-
way before the architects arrived. The design of the Woodland 
Cemetery was thus not an instance of “fitting into the natural 
context,” because the context was as much an artifact as an 
outgrowth of environmental forces.

The Memorial Gardens laid out in the 1920 plan, much 
like the contour-defining paths, also took advantage of an-
terior conditions, by largely transforming, though not wholly 
eradicating them. In this case especially, what the architects 
found on the site was far from “natural.” The location for these 
gardens was one of the places where trees had been cleared 
and gravel pits cut. Although the old depression was retained 
in the design, the gardens did not precisely follow the existing 
sectional geometry of the cut. Instead, the new levels were to 
be set at equal intervals along the line of descent, and regularly 
patterned in rows of long, equally spaced walks, terminated by 
diagonal stairways. These lines were drawn parallel to the main 
axes of the entire ensemble, so that this part would be coor-
dinated with the geometry of the whole. One line was the long 
axis that linked the entrance to the main chapel, the other was 
the Way of Seven Wells, located between the plateau garden 
(Hill of Remembrance) and site of the future Resurrection Chap-

el. This second axis, the “Way of Seven Wells,” followed the line 
of a path that had been previously cut through the preexisting 
forest.

To describe this manner of developing the site as incre-
mental would seem correct, except for the fact that some steps 
forward were accompanied by some steps backward—inter-
pretations, transformations, and restorations of what was there 
before the project began. Yet, to say this work was retrospec-
tive is also incorrect, since forward-looking enhancements and 
amplifications of preexisting conditions went hand in hand 
with large-scale alterations and reformations. Individual places 
within this site—and within all sites that have the capacity to 
sustain themselves—refuse the step-by-step continuation of 
what had been in favor of modifications that bring the location 
into greater conformity with current expectations.

What was true for landscape transformations can also be 
seen in the design of the individual buildings, their overall form, 
spaces, and individual elements. New forms were never whol-
ly new (can forms ever be wholly new?). Consider, for example, 
the well-known and often-praised entry porch for Asplund’s 
Chapel. 	

The arboreal shelter provided by the ancient forest is both 
recalled and transformed in the timber uprights and ceiling that 
define the outdoor vestibule. The connection between what is 
unbuilt and built, ancient and up-to-date is evident, despite the 
anachronism this coupling represents, as is the fact that the 
accent on verticality when approaching this chapel is contra-
dicted by the emphasis on horizontality when leaving it. That 
Asplund intended this coupling, or complementarity, is plain 
when one considers his own description:

�The requirements did not allow a large monumental build-
ing to emerge from nature. The building was therefore sup-
pressed, and without any compromise, subordinates itself 
and merges with nature, the surrounding pines and spruc-
es rising to twice its height.11

No less inconspicuous, or perhaps even more so, is the low, 
earth-covered building nearby, among those in the Chapel’s 
precinct. This construction, a mortuary, was meant for tem-
porarily housing caskets in cool temperatures before funeral 
services in the Chapel began. With a descending entry, dro-
mos-like, earthed in on its other three sides, and covered with 
a turf roof, the building is as much a hollow in the soil as a work 
placed upon it. The “merge” is plainly evident, though no one 
mistakes the work for an outgrowth of nature.

Throughout the architecture of the Cemetery there are 
well-reasoned provisions that anticipate likely patterns of use. 
Knowledge of cultural patterns sustained this provisioning. 
One’s vivid, though easy, sense of architectural anticipations 
conveys a sense of the architects’ care and generosity. Consid-
er, for example, a localized but rather inconspicuous treatment 
of the stone flooring: grieving mourners sitting on a wooden 
bench facing the casket of someone now gone will doubt-
less, as some point, find the image they face, and the loss it 
affirms, unbearable. The inevitable downward glance is greet-

View from the portico of the Woodland Crematorium toward the 
Almhöyden meditation grove in the distance.

Mortuary, near the Woodland Chapel; view of entrance. 

Next spread: Chapel of Resurrection designed by Sigurd Lewerentz, 
completed 1925. Chapel of Resurrection, interior detail.
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Art and  
Archi­
tecture
	 Cathrine Vigander

The quality of a project, independent of size or function, plays 
a crucial role in a bigger system of spaces, the health of our 
planet, and future lives. Every project should give something 
valuable back to the user and to society. Art can be an intrinsic 
part of architecture and an instrument to add quality. Daylight, 
equally, can be vital for the betterment of occupants’ health. 
Foremost, the architect can take an active, yet critical, stance 
toward rules to achieve better architecture and more sustaina-
ble solutions on material, economic, and social levels.

The Teachers’ House and D36 Green House are small infill 
projects in the city center of Oslo. Both have artwork integrated 
as part of the facade strategy and as part of the identity of the 
buildings, but with two different intentions: one facade symbol-
izes the importance of the work done by the users of the build-
ing, while the other reflects the importance of “blending into” 
the project’s location within a vulnerable green stretch.

The projects build on two fundamental approaches to 
sustainability, one solving the energy concept by deviating 
from the mainstream Norwegian practice, and the other ex-
ploring a means of achieving social sustainability. 

The Teachers’ House and D36 Green House have an im-
portant factor in common: daylight. In both cases, this archi-
tectural element works to ensure better health. Daylight is a 
key factor in the work of all architects; an architectural quali-
ty that is becoming extremely important as cities around the 
world are becoming denser and buildings are being built higher.

The two projects also exemplify how design strategies 
that question pre-accepted ways of thinking can imbue a pro-
ject with future relevance. To do this, one must challenge rules 
and conventions and maneuver around them through dia-
logue and negotiation. Complaints are passive. These projects 
show how an architect can question contemporary practice by 
demonstrating new solutions in built examples. In this sense, 
each project participates in a discussion on a 1:1 scale on how 
to develop better design strategies.

The Teachers� House (“Smykkeskrinet”)

	 Category: Conference Center
	 Address: Osterhaus Gate 4, Oslo, Norway
	 Client: Union of Education Norway
	 Architect: Element Arkitekter AS
	� Artists: Jorunn Sannes (main facade)  

and May Bente Aronsen (acoustic art  
piece in lobby) 
��Engineers: Dr.Techn. Kristoffer Apeland AS,  
NEAS Norsk Brannconsult, Brekke og 
Strand Akustikk AS, Norconsult AS,  
Skandinaviska Glassystem AB

	 Entrepreneur: Tronrud Entreprenør AS
	 Floor space: 1,794 m² 
	 Completed: August 2009

Art as an intrinsic part of architecture; the southwest facade of the 
Teacher’s House. Photo: Element Arkitekter AS.
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