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Norwegian Design: Searching for Orientation
— Inspiration from the 2013 Oslo Architecture Triennale
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Abstract
Norwegian design is neither the most outstanding or most typical
among Nordic countries. Boasting good socio-economic conditions, low
population density, and an intimate understanding of human and nature
interactions, Norway has been the ideal place to realize harmonious
development between nature and human society. Over the past decade,
Oslo, the capital of Norway, has witnessed a series of high profile
construction projects, including the renovation of Tjuvholmen District,
the opening of Ekeberg Park, and the construction of the Oslo Opera
House. These projects demonstrate the country’s ambition to locate its
own design aesthetic in the context of humans and the environment,
traditional and modern. The Oslo Architecture Triennale (OAT) responds
to this search through a series of exhibitions, lectures, conferences,
visits, publications, and seminars. Broadcasting Norwegian design
around the world will help to achieve the larger goal of influencing human
life through architecture and design.
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Preface

Dog goes woof, Cat goes meow, Bird goes tweet, and mouse
goes squeek, Cow goes moo, Frog goes croak, and the elephant
goes toot, Ducks say quack, and fish go blub, and the seal goes
ow ow ow ow ow, But there is one sound, That no one knows,

What does the fox say?

This is a sample of the lyrics from “The Fox”, the top pop music
song on the Internet in September 2013. The song went viral worldwide
due to the hilarious lyrics, funny dance, and strong cadence. The song
reflects a deeply embedded observation and understanding of the natural
environment for Norwegians. Norway is one of the Nordic countries in
Europe, a region that is relatively geologically young; it emerged after
the last recession of the glaciers. One fourth of the country is covered
by forest, and it has the most dense and longest water channels in the
world (Fig. 1). With the discovery of North Sea Oil Field in 1970s,
Norway became the third largest non-OPEC oil exporter. The total GDP
of the country was 523 billion US dollars (July, 2013), and the GDP per
capita is ranked third in the world. Additionally, the country has been
ranked first on the global human development index since 2009. Oslo is
one of the most expensive cities in the world. It was the first European
country to offer landscape design in universities.

Based on an understanding of Norway’s geography, economy, and
landscape education, it is easy to see how the economically developed

country values its grand landscape, close relationship with nature,
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1. Lofoten Islands carved by paleo-glaciers is one of the typical representatives of geomorphology in Norway.

and high equal rights. But what should be the regional characteristic
and orientation of its design? Until the 20th century, Norway was
excluded from the economic, political, and cultural centers of Europe.
Because of its geography, Norway was viewed as new-born and bleak
territory to the rest of Europe. At the beginning of the 20th century,
Norway went through an independence movement where national
Romanticism swept the country, and Norwegians began to consider,
discuss and construct their own design. In the 1970s, the Genius Loci
catalyzed the emergence of symbolic designers and theorists, such as
the architecture theorist Christian Norberg Schulz and Pritzker Prize
winner, Sverre Fehn. After the 1970s, Norway’s economy was boosted
by oil exportation. The new wealth laid a solid foundation for regional
renovation and construction, and for cultivation and formulation of
design culture. Prosperous socio-economic conditions, low population
density, and a close human-nature relationship, allowed Norway to
become a place for experimental design that recognized the importance

of side-by-side development for humans and nature.

1 Thoughts on Sustainability at the 2013 OAT

The Oslo Architecture Triennale (OAT) is the largest architecture
festival in the Nordic region. Held every three years, the 2013 edition
was the fifth celebration. The festival, presented through a series
of exhibitions, lectures, conferences, visits, communications, and
seminars, aims to influence human life through architectural design.

The Triennale attracted scholars, specialists, and professionals with
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expertise in architecture, planning, and landscape from Europe

and around the world. The festival was hosted by Norsk Form and
sponsored by the Oslo Municipal Government, Ministry of Culture,
Ministry of Environment, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The
festival was organized by a curator who is selected by the organizing
committee. The curator is responsible for determining the theme
and program of the event. This year, the curator was Rotor, a design
team based in Belgium. Lionel Devlieger and Maarten Gielen, from
Rotor, were the chief organizers, and the theme “Behind the Green
Door — Architecture and the Desire for Sustainability” displayed the
relationship between architecture design and sustainable development.
Media representatives from around the world, including myself,
attended the opening ceremony for the festival, which lasted from
19th September to 1st December. Beside of a series of site visits, two
featured activities were the “Behind the Green Door” exhibition (Fig. 2)
and accompanying conference, “The Future of Comfort”.

In 1987, Gro Harlem Brundtland, Norway’s first female Prime
Minister has defined sustainable development using the report published
by the committee, “Our Common Future”. Therefore, it was appropriate
that Rotor themed this year “Behind the Green Door — Architecture

and the Desire for Sustainability”. The office spent a year collecting
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2. The exhibition themed "Behind the
Green Door — Architecture and the
Desire for Sustainablility"

3. The naturally weathered wood
facade and the sail-shape glass roof
of the Astrup Fearnley Museum of
Modern Art.

more than 600 pieces of work from more than 200 architecture offices,
environmental organizations, and companies from around the world.
Rotor described it as the most comprehensive, poignant and interesting
exhibition of sustainability’s impact on architectural culture over
the last 30 years. The exhibits included drawings, models, materials,
artifacts, photos, and news reports.

The topic of sustainable development has been discussed for almost
30 years. It is well known and attached to almost any public works
and landscape projects. Therefore, questions poised at the Triennale
asked, what does this concept bring to us? What difference does design
make without this concept? How does this political slogan relate to our
daily life? And why do we just talk about materials in the discussion of
sustainable architecture? Rotor thinks out of box. Instead of throwing
their own perspective on sustainable development and proving
their view with cases, they collected and exhibited the sustainable
development projects without offering any opinions, to provoke
visitors’ own questions and thoughts.

The conference, “The Future of Comfort”, was held at Norske
Arkitekters Landsforbund, and focused on how sustainability exists
at the expense of comfort. A major contradiction in Norway’s efforts

to promote environmental protection is the conflict between personal
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freedoms and their effects on environmental protection. In my opinion,
it is the maintenance of the relationship between human and nature
that triggers the discussion about “comfort”. From “what is comfort to
you” to “rethinking comfort” and “strategies for comfort”, 12 speakers,
including geologists, ecologists, architects, landscape architects, and
economists, conducted a daylong event for nearly 1,000 attendees.
The speakers presented detailed and pragmatic viewpoints in their
own area of expertise by employing a range of techniques from social
consciousness guidance to scientific data to case studies of specific
spatial practices.

Besides the major exhibition and lectures, as media representatives,
my Chinese colleagues and | visited the architectural achievements
made over the last decade in Oslo, including the Tjuvholmen District,
Ekeberg Park, and the Oslo Opera House, that showcase how Norway
made its design niche in the context of human versus nature and

tradition versus modernity.

2. Modern Practice in Norway
2.1 Salute to Traditions: the Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art
and the Oslo Opera House

Designed by ltalian architect Renzo Piano, the Astrup Fearnley
Museum of Modern Art sits at the core of the Tjuvholmen District, Oslo
(Fig. 3). The designer pays his respects to Nordic architectural traditions
through the sail-shape glass roof, the naturally weathered wood facade,
the concise organization of people stream, and the focus on smooth
and humanized design. The dependence on texture, technique, and
attachment of wood is especially high. In the sunny Mediterranean,
such as Greece, the upright stem was seen as a sign of shade, giving
rise to the development of column styles. In the Nordic region, a place
deprived of sun light for much of the year, the wood is either arrayed
as a shield against cold or piled horizontally as fuel. Therefore, the
compact arrangement of wood is widely used in traditional Nordic
architecture. Pine and fir cover the outdoor areas and are used on
the museum walls to create a warming and amicable environment.
Combined with a lightly covered roof, it gives an impression of warmth
even on the darkest Nordic nights.

Other than the tradition of wood, rocks have been a favorite for
designers. The Oslo Opera House, for example, designed by Snohetta,
uses 35,000 pieces of white marble to cover the giant tilted roof,

positioned as a grand stone sculpture embraced by the sea (Fig. 4).
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The Oslo Opera House positioned as a grand stone sculpture embraced by the sea
Tjuvholmen District has become a remarkable new district, with works by architects from all
over the world (Source: propaganda material of Tjuvholmen District).
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Equal importance is also given to natural lighting. Light enters from the
tilted roof, allowing visitors on the roof to see directly into the lobby.

In Nordic design, the pressure of extreme cold brings survival
challenges and the scarcity of building materials allows for only the
most necessary design. Therefore, concise, pragmatic, real, and warm
design is preferred over extravagant decorations. Direct sources of

warmth are found in nature.

2.2 Renewed Beauty from a Global Perspective: Tjuvholmen District
and Ekeberg Sculpture Park

Tjuvholmen District was previously a bathing beach segregated by
gender. After a 10-year redevelopment, it has become a remarkable new
district, with works by architects from all over the world. Distinct from
each other, the new buildings coexist as one geographic form, flattering,
even speaking to each other (Fig. 5). Therefore, the perfectly located
and fashionably designed Tjuvholmen District has attracted Oslo’s
wealthy and powerful, making it the neighborhood with the highest
property prices. The district has become the center of communication
between Oslo and the world. The streets are lined with the work of

famous architects and modern artwork is showcased in the Astrup
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Fearnley Museum of Modern Art and the Thief Hotel, where one can
dine under masterpieces by Andy Warhol. More than one-hundred
of decorations have been selected and arranged by Sune Nordren,
the ex-curator of the National Gallery. Periodically, the exhibits are
exchanged with those at Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art.
Trend and culture across the world are popularized and exert influences
in Tjuvholmen, and this district has become the stage for Oslo and
Norway to demonstrate its global design perspective.

Transformation of the Vigeland Sculpture Park into the Ekeberg
Sculpture Park is a strong evidence for the exterior influences that have
driven the gradual changes in Norwegian art and aesthetic.

The sculptor Gustar Vigeland was the paragon of an Oslo artist. The
192 sculptures created by him in the 20th century were collectively
displayed in a park in northwestern Oslo. The park was named the
Vigeland Sculpture Park in memory of him. The park design is a
traditional European park with a main 1 km-long axis and 650 figures
representing different stages of life: newborn, childhood, love, family,
and death. At the end of the axis is a single tall sculpture. Geometrically
designed flowerbeds and green fences are interspersed between the
sculptures (Fig. 6). The park attracts a huge volume of visitors, mainly
from outside Oslo. Originally controversial, the park has become an
icon for the city after an investment of more than half of a century, and

is a witness to the city’s history of aesthetic.

A hundred years after the Vigeland Sculpture Park was completed,

the Oslo government started construction on the new Ekeberg
Sculpture Park, in the eastern mountain area, in order to establish a
new urban image for the city. The park opened on September 26, 2013.
Meandering along the mountain trials, the Ekeberg Sculpture Park is
a suburban park, with modern sculptures by famous artists situated
irregularly throughout the park. The 20 sculptures featured at the park
opening will increase to 88 by the time it is finished.

The Ekeberg Sculpture Park is the site of the earliest human
settlement in Oslo and the site of the city’s highest-quality football
field for Norwegian Men’s Football Cup. Because of its mountainous
location, the park is the optimal site for a bird-eye view of the Oslo fiord
and downtown area (Fig. 7). Visitors can see the aesthetic integration of
globalization and local culture in the park. “Still Life with Landscape”
designed by Sarah Sze, a New York sculptor, stands in Ekeberg
Sculpture Park as well as in High Line Park in New York (Fig. 8). Sean
Henry’s work, “Walking Woman”, implies the approaching western
and eastern culture, appears in German and England as well as in Oslo
(Fig. 9). There is also work unique to Oslo — “Scream” by Marina

Abramovic, commemorates the 120th anniversary of Scream by Edvard
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Symmetrical layout of Vigeland Sculpture Park

Bird's view of Oslo Fjord and the city center, from the entry of Ekeberg Sculpture Park.
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Munch. Marina Abramovic came to the park and to the hometown of
Munch in September 2012. She desired to create an artwork through
the group act of screaming. The act was realized in August 2013, when
a group of more than 300 people screamed in Ekeberg Sculpture Park
with downtown Oslo in the background. The act was recorded and will
be published in 2014.

From Vigeland Sculpture Park to Ekeberg Sculpture Park, landscapes
and parks are changing to reflect Norwegian design. With increasingly
close communication and ubiquitous Internet, the aesthetics of parks
have changed. In Norway, what has remained is the human affection

towards nature.

Conclusion

The growth of Norway’s economy started a few years earlier
than China’s reform and opening-up. The reverence to nature due to
environmental forces in Norway resembles the Chinese philosophy
of compliance with nature. The architectural traditions and aesthetic
changes that have been seen in Norway as the result of globalization,
have also been reflected in China. Norway’s discussion of sustainable
development is a discussion for the whole world. Like China, Norway is
searching for orientation of design, and regard design as a way to solve
problems. During her visit to Shanghai in June 2011, Gro Harlem

Brundtland quoted Xun Lu, “There was no road, the road appears

when more people walk through it” when speaking about the shared
future of China and Norway. This also applies to the unknown path of

design.
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