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Atmosphere:

Quality, Perception and the Concept of Time in Landscape

Architecture
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According to the Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary,
atmosphere is “the envelope of gases surrounding the
Earth or another planet”. The Earth’s atmosphere consists
of several different spheres. The troposphere is the one

closest to Earth. The depth of the troposphere is extremely
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the importance of context and the difference between quantity and quality
in landscape design, arguing for the importance of a landscape design that
creates new meanings, new experiences and new contexts that force us to

The term atmosphere derives from Greek: “atmos”
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engage with city and nature in new and surprising ways
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(vapor), and “sphaira” (ball or globe). Atmosphere is
evaporated water. Water is a simple molecule of two
hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom (H,0) with
exceptional chemical and physical qualities which make it
crucial for the life processes within the atmosphere. Thus,
without our vaporous,water filled atmosphere, life on Earth

— or indeed life anywhere — would not have been possible.

Water exists in three different states: in aerial forms like
clouds and fog; in liquid forms like waterfalls, the sea or the
rain; and in solid forms like ice, snow and crystals.

Ice, water and fog. Silence. Water turns white when
frozen. We often cognitively combine white and silence.
Quietly the snow falls, we say, and indeed, in most cultures
the white color usually signals serenity and calm. In
Japan white is not even seen as a color: white is a state, a
condition. Often we attribute ice and waterfalls with poetic
values. We think of them as beautiful and attractive natural
phenomena, and they tend to fill us with energy, pleasure
and life. Standing in front of a waterfall or an ice-filled
lagoon invariably evokes feelings hidden deep within us.
What interest me, however, are not the images or the looks
of these phenomena; it is rather the correlation between
what you sense when seeing them and the thoughts you have
after seeing them. First you sense. Then you think. And then

you start to reflect on “What did I sense? What did I see? ”

In the so-called “dry gardens” of Zen Buddhism, the

landscapes and gardens are composed without water. In
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1, 2. CLOUD / Nykredit Urban Space, Copenhagen (2011). At the Cloud there
are three states of water: the ice-like crystal office building, the mist of the
water jets and the green pond of water. Water, rain, wind, sky and clouds
play together in a symbiosis of atmosphere centered around the three
states of water.

these dry gardens we also find waterfalls without water. It is
the arrangement and the shape of the stones that make up the
waterless waterfall’s shifts in form and flow. The Japanese
book The Secret Book of Garden describes how to arrange
the stones in the dry waterfalls. But the book is without
images — it is only text: only factual descriptions on how to
arrange the waterfalls. Like the traditional Chinese Gongshi
scholar’s rocks they are pure abstractions, removed from
context: Their prime aim is to generate emotions, feelings,
sounds, flow and ambiences.

The composition of spaces created by the arrangement
of stones reflects a knowledge about nature, at the same time
scientific (the understanding of stone formations, vegetation,

the flow and the nature of water, etc.) and poetic (the sense
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3.  Frederiksberg Urban Center, Copenhagen (2006). Water, sounds and
lighting combine to create an adventurous and sensuous atmosphere in the
most densely populated area of Copenhagen.

4.  The City Dune, Copenhagen (2010). The goal of the normal city is that we
do not experience inconvenience, get lost or feel too much of nature. In The
City Dune, the opposite is actually the point: Here we are forced to move in
a strange way, to use our body, to engage with nature.
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of balance, the ambience of space, etc). The arrangement
and the creation of these manmade spaces are thus based
on experiences with phenomena in nature and with nature’s
processes. But the same also applies to the experience of the
manmade spaces: To fully experience the Japanese waterless
waterfalls you have to have seen and experienced the water,
the flow, the humidity, the reflecting lights, and the coolness
of water moist in the air of a “normal” waterfall. Only then
will you be able to understand the pure abstraction that is
the waterless waterfall.

The Chinese Suiseki-stones can also evoke this kind
of sense inside you — if you are open to it. When it really
moves you, you get a sense of presence and remember
sensory experiences from the past, perhaps from your
childhood.

Atmosphere is the air in a particular place. Atmosphere
is what you sense in a particular situation. Atmosphere
is made of both the specific object and the context of the
object. This is the two-fold value of the atmosphere of
manmade scenery. We call this the amenity value.

This brings us to the important questions: What is
quality? And how is it related to atmosphere? When we
look at an object we need to distinguish between the object
itself and the property of said object. Every object is thus
both object and property. In this way, when dealing with
urban space, we need to work with the physical content of
the object (such as buildings, vegetation, roads, etc), and the
properties of this content — that is, the content’s ability to
evoke feelings and atmosphere.

At the same time we must distinguish between the
physical properties of an object, and the properties we
ascribe to an object. The latter are the properties that can
be experienced or perceived with our senses and that affect
us emotionally. These two types of properties can be called
as the quantities of sense and the qualities of sense. The
quantities of sense of an object can be weighed or measured:
the factual information of the object. The qualities of sense

are the experienced properties that cannot be weighed or

measured: these are the atmospheres and what evoke us.

I believe that our work as landscape architects in
the urban environment is, through design, to create
frameworks that are evocative and make you reflect and
recall associations from other places and experiences.
Within these frameworks, the urban space compositions,
you can experience, sense and feel a certain atmosphere.
This atmosphere happens because, first of all, that you are
there with your own body, to sense. But you have to be open
and to be aware. And, secondly, the weather and the given
context and their impact on the site design provides for an
atmosphere which you can experience and sense. This is a
value which is much richer than the factual contents (such
as natural stone pavement, lighting, gratings, etc.). It is the

knowledge of these elements, knowledge on their nature,
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5. Fredericia C (2010 ~ 2013). In a former industrial area of the city Fredericia
a new nature arises. Randomness and temporality is the key. The focus
is on the physical effect when you move around in the landscape. This
landscape is not about conventional beauty, but about atmosphere, time
and new sensations.
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S0 to speak, and how to make design with them, which are
creating the conditions, that make you sense the complete
atmosphere of the landscape.

To create atmosphere is to have focus on how we can
make people get involved in the urban space, and how we
can prolong their experience of it. When you are involved
you become open-minded and engaged in the sensing of
the site. Then next step is to let this open mind-situation
last as long as possible. The ultimate feat is if we can have
people act in such a long space and time interval that they
completely forget themselves and allow themselves into the

atmosphere and ambience of the aesthetic of the space.

A good example of this is our project at a former
industrial area in the city of Fredericia C in Denmark,
where we have initiated the development of a new nature.
A new nature which is developed as interaction between the
users of the area which has created a frame of play, sport,
fishing and urban farming — all based on the local climatic
conditions.

The whole area is randomly and shoddily constructed on
purpose. Our aim was not a conventional beautiful site —
but a site where nature challenges the users and affects their
behavior.

Normally, our cities are designed to ensure that nothing
happens to us — when we move through the cultivated
urban spaces. The goal of the normal city is that we do
not experience inconvenience, get lost or feel too much of
nature. Authorities strive for a safe city. But as | see it, a
safe city is boring, predictable and poor in experiences. |
believe that we as landscape architects are the opposite: to
make people experience the unexpected, to sense and start
to wonder: What is this all about?

In Frederica C we are focusing on the physical effect
you feel when you step out of line and unexpectedly get
surprised. When you, for example, step into a water pool,
or cannot find shelter from the stormy weather, or get
lost in a wild area consisting entirely of flowers. With

our design for the Fredericia C project we aim to make

the public experience something that is helping them to
shape themselves as human beings, and which will enrich
their everyday life through the atmosphere, time and new
sensations. And it actually works! The new nature project is
extremely popular with the citizens, because it challenges
them to constantly try new activities and to involve
themselves more and more as time goes on. The new nature
requires the citizens’ physical presence to gain experience,
touch and feel the site. The more you live in the new nature
and use it, the more you learn to become aware — of
yourself, of your environment and of other people. This is

the empowerment of aesthetics.

The valuation of the atmosphere and the experienced
ambience is decided by the context and by the sense of
quality. Atmosphere thus is how you sense the context, the
surroundings. First you sense. Then you think. And this is
the whole point: To make urban spaces and landscapes that
creates atmospheres and sensuous experiences, that focus on
the sense of quality, and that make people wonder. This is
both a goal and a tool in the design process.

If this is true: that the most important thing about urban
design and landscape architecture is to create sensuous
experiences, and make people feel and wonder about the
qualitative atmosphere of a given site, then we, in my
opinion, must reevaluate much of how we do landscape
architecture today. We must concentrate more carefully on
the effect of our designs, the property of our designs, than
about the design itself (like details, form, shape, etc): The
atmosphere and the quality of the context are more based
on sensuous experiences, on time, and on the physical
body, than on the exact physical expression of a site. And
to enhance this view into our cities is, to me, the job of a
landscape architect.

It is not about how it looks. But what it does.

NOTE

This article is excerpts from the Stig L. Andersson’s lecture held at Peking University on
September 16, 2013.
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