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Abstract

In today’s world we are closer to each other than ever. Social media, 
infrastructure networks and digital technologies open up great op-
portunities for communication. Yet the possibility to be constantly 
connected has not only changed the way how we interact with oth-
ers – it has changed the perception of what it means to be alone in 
a present moment. We are often more attached to virtual realities 
than to the ones surrounding us physically. It is completely possible 
to live in a city among thousands of other people and not speak a 
word to them. The meetings have to be arranged in advance, public 
places are carefully scripted and programmed. Is there any more 
space for unexpected encounters in the society of individuals?

This thesis aims at researching how the concept of solitude can be 
used as a design tool in architecture and urbanism, focusing on 
the Northern Swedish context, especially the city of Umeå. Priva-
cy and personal space is very much respected here in addition to 
strongly expressed independence of individuals from their family 
ties and one of the smallest household sizes in the EU. Geographi-
cal dimension of the North, climate conditions and long distances 
bring the notion of solitude to the extreme as well. However, being 
the fastest growing city in Norrland, Umeå is facing challenges of 
shifting identity and integration of the new inhabitants. 

Solitude, as a voluntary choice, has a power of sustaining and form-
ing new relationships and communities. Could public spaces in the 
city be rethought around the idea of enjoying being alone? Here 
they are imagined as a pause from an over-programmed urban life, 
not as voids, but as places for open-ended scenarios. Through text, 
images, maps and interventions, the project speculates of the out-
comes, encounters and depth of urban social life that such spaces 
could provide.
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Research Questions

How can a sense of belonging to a community be sustained in 
urban environment?

Strong communities are usually small and spatially defined. Con-
nection with the location results in care and responsibility for the 
place and the ones that share it. Traditional urban planning focuses 
on a masterplan, an aerial view of the city as an entity, divided into 
specific zones. Such approach diminishes social processes happen-
ing in certain spaces and simplifies the complexity of city life into a 
formal representation. Instead I propose to treat it as a fragmented 
and decentralised set of situations. By concentrating on particular 
fragments and setting up a condition of remoteness from an anon-
ymous urbanity I hope that places of solitude may come to light as 
a beautiful synthesis between individual and collective.

How does population growth affect the experience of solitude, 
loneliness and community in Umeå?

Umeå is the fastest growing city in the North of Sweden. The 
growth challenges both private and public sphere of city life by 
bringing in issues such as housing shortage and social integration. 
Current development policies are mainly focused on profit, security 
or environmental concerns. Meanwhile the aspects of high qual-
ity social life of the citizens are seldom addressed. Places of high 
recreational value are becoming construction sites, new housing 
blocks do not provide space for neighbours to socialise and the de-
sign of new public spaces is neat and polished but formal and not 
producing new meanings. People are moving to the city but they 
do not come together as a collective. To minimise the effects of 
“urban loneliness” phenomenon, there is a need of informal spaces 
that are not about segregation but rather inclusiveness.

How can spaces for constructive solitude experience be de-
signed and implemented within the city?

Ability to have a place for solitude is important for people’s mental 
health and well-being. Umeå benefits from its landscapes and prox-
imity of nature which is a perfect setting for being solitary. Places 
that can or have potential to afford qualitative experience of soli-
tude should be identified, investigated and sustained or rethought. 
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Solitude Manifesto

Solitude is a state of being alone without feeling lonely. To be in 
solitude means to be with one’s self1, hence not entirely alone. 
Therefore it is opposite to loneliness which arises from inner empti-
ness and incapability to be with others. Solitude is positive when it 
is sought and chosen deliberately but not forced upon. To be alone 
sometimes is as necessary as to be together. Even if we are social 
creatures, “solitude is one of the fundamental determinations of our 
Being”2. 

In an era of globalisation and developing technologies, our bodies 
and our minds are extended through various devices, apparatuses 
and infrastructures that enable us continuously keep connected no 
matter the distance. But opposed to the idea of bringing people 
closer, these extensions often counteract in producing alienated 
and isolated individuals that are incapable of talking to each other 
in a present, physical reality. Stillness makes us anxious3. The mean-
ing of intimacy and the boundaries between private and public 
have been redrawn. We seek for constant stimulation that is like 
a junk food for our social lives. How could then our environment 
offer a healthy and nutritious meal instead?

Contrary to desperate efforts to stay always connected (both vir-
tually and physically), we should have spaces for pause and dis-
connection. Spaces that are not over-choreographed and binding 
to act accordingly. We could intervene in them with our presence, 
either alone or in small groups, transforming them spontaneously 
and temporarily. Solitude then becomes a main matter of concern 
in a process of making the city.

1 Arendt, Hannah. 1998. The Human Condition. Introduction by Margaret Canovan. 
The University of Chicago Press, Second edition, p.76
2 Costache, Adrian. On solitude and loneliness in hermeneutical philosophy. Meta: 
Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology and Practical Philosophy. Vol. V, No. 1 / June 
2013: 130-149.
3 Turkle, Sherry. 2011. Alone together. Why we expect more from technology and less 
from each other. New York: Basic Books.

“Being alone feels like a problem that needs 
to be solved. And so people try to solve it by 
connecting. But here, connection is more like a 
symptom than a cure.”

Sherry Turkle, 2012
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A post-modern human is trapped between the two oppositions: 
wishing to maintain one’s privacy and individuality versus the 
longing for meaningful, emotional relationships. Can solitude be 
a precondition for such relationships to emerge? Can architecture 
become a tool that creates space for being with one’s self and sus-
tains the sense of community?

In this thesis, the idea of solitude is manifested through the meta-
phor of an island. An island is a place detached but yet situated in 
a context, as an individual is always situated in a society. A fictional 
archipelago of islands in Umeå explores the city as a collection of 
singular fragments and the ways they intertwine together. They are 
imagined as places of solitude, reclaimed from a rigid and dehu-
manising urban framework.

A place of solitude is a place to think, to feel, to 
dream.

13
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Solitude in Northern Swedish Context

Part I
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The Solitary Nation

A typical Swedish stereotype is a lone, temperate and independent 
individual. A transition from an extended family to a nuclear family 
and increasing population mobility have resulted in very small 
households, their size being among the lowest in the EU1. The most 
common types of households constitute of one or two persons, 
meaning that the majority of population have access to their own 
private space. Additionally, many people can afford a getaway to 
holiday homes and summer cabins in remote rural areas or idyllic 
seaside2. The benefits of welfare society also contribute to an early 
independence and freedom of individuals, at the same time threat-
ening to diminish their family ties.

However, the number of single person households is not a suf-
ficient measure of loneliness in society3, as living alone does not 
necessarily imply having a weak social network. Studies have shown 
that in fact Swedes feel less lonely, both socially and emotionally, 
than average Europeans4. This can be explained by respect for each 
other’s integrity and individualism which allows to form relation-
ships that are based on affinity rather than bound to the family.

Aspiration for privacy and independence is inherent in postmodern 
Western culture. As Norbert Elias puts it, “In industrialized, heavily 
populated, urbanized societies adults have a far greater opportu-
nity, as well as the need and the capacity, to be alone, or at least 
alone in pairs. To choose for oneself between the many alternatives 
is a necessity that soon becomes a habit, a need and an ideal.”5 This 
phenomenon is particularly evident in Sweden as a result of highly 
communitarian society based on ideology of consensus and trans-
parency. Since private matters such as income or child upbringing 
are exposed to public, individuals start seeking for personalised 
and authentic spaces. As described in The Rise and Fall of the Swed-
ish Model,6 the individualistic ‘Swedish dream’ is expressed through 
the affection towards unspoiled nature and appreciation of solitude 
as a refuge from communal surveillance.

1 Eurostat, 2014.
2 There are 571 300 holiday homes in Sweden owned by natural persons (of which  
6.5% are foreign owners). Tillväxtverket, 2014.
3 Gustavsson, Cecilia & Passanisi, Åsa. Världens ensammaste folk. 
4 Brulde, Bengt & Fors, Filip. Den Svenska Ensamheten: Om hur olika former av ensam-
het påverkar vårt välbefinnande.
5 Elias, Norbert. 1991. The Society of Individuals. Cambridge: Basil Blackwell.
6 Orfali, Kristina. The Rise and Fall of the Swedish Model. In Prost, Antoine & Vincent, 
Gérard [eds.] 1991. A History of Private Life. 5, Riddles of Identity in Modern Times. 
Harvard University Press.
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Household types

The diagram shows in what type of 
households people in Sweden live. 
The size of the bubble is relative to 
the number of people falling into a 
represented category. 

“In a couple” means two adults, mar-
ried or living in a registered partner-
ship, without children.

“In a single-parent family” - one 
adult and one or more children in a 
household.

“In a family with children” - two 
married adults or registered part-
ners and one or more children in a 
household.

“Other” - any other people cohabiting 
with someone (e.g. extended families 
or groups of friends).

Even though 8 out of 10 people in 
Sweden are cohabiting with some-
one, the absolute number of people 
living alone is quite significant, 
reaching 1 616 367 single individ-
uals.

Source: Statistics Sweden, 2014.
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Norrland - Desolate or Exclusive?

Norrland is the biggest and northernmost of the three lands in 
Sweden. For a long time it has been seen as a ‘no man’s land’ and 
a vast of untouched wilderness. Despite an outburst of develop-
ment following the country’s industrialisation, it is still inhabited by 
only 11.8 % of Swedish population1 and is one of the most sparsely 
populated regions in Europe. Considering the cold climate, long 
distances and its farthermost regions lying beyond the Arctic Circle, 
Norrland does not seem like an attractive place to live. Although 
what at first appears as gloomy and boring, might eventually turn 
to be valuable and exciting.

The vast Northern landscape is a site where many interests and 
positions collide, creating tensions and instability in the region. 
An abundance of natural resources attracts capital from the South 
and the flows of timber from the forests, energy from hydroelectric 
plants and excavation of precious metals transforms Norrland into 
a giant machine of production. However, the attitude towards the 
land as only a mass of exploitable resources often contrasts with 
the interests of local people, especially indigenous Sami culture. 
Progressive development affects the reindeer migration routes, 
threatens the landscape and may lead towards a dystopian future 
scenario. 

At the same time Norrland is branded as an exotic tourist des-
tination, offering exclusive experience of “the last wilderness in 
Europe”. The numbers of tourists, especially in Norrbotten’s county, 
are steadily increasing2. There is also a big increase in winter tour-
ism, meaning that there is an interest in a wider range of seasonal 
activities. From ski resorts to remote hotels deep in the forests, the 
North is seducing its visitors to unplug from the quick-paced civili-
sation and immerse into slow, cyclic authenticity.

But how authentic the experience can be if one is there only 
temporarily? What does it mean to live and coexist permanently in 
such a place where solitude is almost inevitable? For a visitor, it is 
just an adventure, a momentary escape from their world; for the 
local it is the world. A hut in the forest is not the same as a Million 
Programme3 apartment in industrial Northern town, as well as the 
perception of solitude in each.

1 Statistics Sweden, 2015.
2 Tillväxtverket, 2014.
3 Swedish housing programme that aimed to construct a million new dwellings in 
1965-1974 .

The map shows the difference be-
tween the number of localities in the 
North and the South of Sweden.

Localities

Norrland

County borders

Polar circle
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Exploring the Hinterland

On March 16-20, 2015 together with LiAi teachers and students we 
went to a study trip around Norrland. The main purpose of the trip 
was to see and experience the stunning expanse of the region and 
understand its complexity, potential and processes happening here. 
We have visited various places of interest and met different people, 
from local entrepreneurs to Sami activists.

There were many moments during the trip that resonated with 
the topic of this thesis. Feeling of remoteness and being lost in 
the landscape, intertwined with extreme collectivism of our group, 
inspired thoughts about the impact our spatial environment has on 
the ways we coexist. In these moments I see the idea of solitude as 
a quality that empowers us both as individuals and as a community.

UMEÅ
NordmalingResele

Näversjön

Hällnäs

Arvidsjaur Luleå

Aurora Safari Camp

Jokkmokk

Porjus

Saltoluokta
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Collective Solitude

At the end of the first day, we stopped by the 
lake for an evening barbecue. It was nothing like 

a comfortable recreational spot with benches 
or fireplaces, but more like a wild scenery in the 
middle of nowhere. We had to wade through the 
snow, gather firewood in the surrounding forest 
and prepare the dinner in the cold and darkness. 
But as soon as we settled in and the fire was on, 

the lakeside transformed into a homey space, 
warmly hosting this spontaneous event. The sin-
gularity of the place, sharing of stories around 

the fire and mysterious sound of a freezing lake, 
all combined into one unforgettable impression.
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Moment of Transition

Saltoluokta is a mountain station at the bor-
der of Laponia World Heritage site. No roads 

are leading here as the place is surrounded by 
mountains and lakes. We are ready to cross the 
frozen lake Langas, packing our belongings and 

ourselves in a sledge pulled by a snowmobile. 
Black sky full of stars and Northern lights above 

us, white mountain tops looming around and 
cold wind took us thousands of years back in 

time. Only the sound of the engine and the smell 
of gasoline reminded of our timely presence. 
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Commodified Solitude

This evening our destination is a surprise for us. 
Again, we are crossing the frozen waters and 

Northern lights are glowing above. We arrive at 
the forest and glimpse a few tipi structures. Wel-

come to Aurora Safari Camp, founded by pho-
tographer Fredrik Broman. The camp is situated 

far away from artificial lights and opens only 
during winter season. It targets mostly wealthy 
travellers seeking for exclusive Nordic experi-

ence. As Fredrik explains, his clients usually can 
afford anything, therefore they find the auster-
ity of the camp very exotic and authentic. Many 
burst into tears when they touch a firewood for 

the first time in their life. How much are you 
ready to pay for your solitude?
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A Widening Gap

Since the North of Sweden has always been sparsely populated, it 
has formed a certain individual character of local people who have 
been living in rather small and dispersed communities. This has 
been affected by rapid urbanisation and growing industry in the 
beginning of the XX century, later followed by centralisation policy 
which is bringing imbalance to the region.

The centralisation process started around 1970s when most of the 
inland localities in Norrland started to shrink and the development 
shifted towards the coastline. So-called labour market regions be-
come larger and fewer all over Sweden and in the case of Norrland 
these are the coastal municipalities. This is an issue for both the 
inland and the coast – while the former is stagnating and suffering 
from depopulation, the latter is encountering problems of housing 
shortage, increasing prices and change of identity. 

Umeå, declaring itself as a capital of Norrland, is the most aggres-
sive competitor in the race of development, being the fastest grow-
ing municipality in Norrland (together with Gävle further down 
South)1 and intending to almost double its population in roughly 
35 years. Such ambitions bring in not only economical or environ-
mental issues but challenge the scope of city’s social life and iden-
tity as well. How will the new residents integrate? Where will they 
meet? How will they share the space in the city? People are coming 
closer together but it does not mean they become a community.

1 Statistics Sweden, 2014
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Aurora Borealis over Harsprånget, the largest waterfall in Lule river.
Chromolithograph by Carl Svante Hallbeck, 1856.

Today Harsprånget is the largest hydroelectric power plant in Sweden.
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Solitude Lost?

Urbanisation, development of infrastructure and industry is affect-
ing Norrland’s landscape, its cultural identity and sociability of the 
locals. It is mostly obvious in coastal municipalities, especially in 
Umeå, where the qualities and exceptional features of Norrland 
slowly become lost. New iconic building projects such as Culture 
house or Utopia shopping mall deny local architectural traditions 
and make the city less specific to its location, feeling like it could be 
in any other place in the world.

Ironically, the “Capital of Norrland” is drifting away from the idea of 
what the rest of Norrland is. Cultural tradition becomes an image, 
a brand to promote the city, but how authentic it remains? When 
thinking about expansion of the city and its suburbia, we should 
identify what are the local values that could be retained and situat-
ed in the future vision of Umeå.

I would like to argue that a concept of solitude 
is a quality integral to the Nordic culture. How 
could it be reflected, or rather, diffracted1  in an 
expanding medium-sized Northern city? 

Could reclaiming the space of solitude activate new modes of our 
coexistence? Could it become a paradoxical critique and alternative 
to increasing individualisation and alienation in contemporary soci-
ety? The following chapters will explore these questions.

1 The idea of diffraction is introduced by Karen Barad as interpretation of quantum 
mechanics in feminist theory. Diffraction here is opposed to reflection; instead of re-
flecting the same, but displaced, diffraction reveals new arrangements of patterns that 
produce difference.
Barad, Karen. 2014. Diffracting Diffraction: Cutting Together-Apart. Parallax, 20:3, 168-
187, DOI: 10.1080/13534645.2014.927623
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Self-Exiled Community

Part II



Getting There

Before starting an investigation of solitude in an urban environ-
ment, I wanted to look more closely what it is like to live in a small 
community in a remote and solitary place. As my case study I chose 
Holmön, an island about 10 km offshore from Umeå municipality. 
It is promoted as the sunniest location in Sweden and the beauty 
of nature attracts many visitors during the summer. The majority 
of buildings on the island are kept as holiday homes. Around 200 
tourists are visiting the island on an average summer day, howev-
er, most of them do not stay overnight. There are only around 40 
people living there all year round and they have formed a strong 
local community.

The island is not so easily accessible from the city, especially with-
out a car. First, one needs to reach Norrfjärden ferry terminal which 
is approximately 30 km from Umeå. It gets complicated if travelling 
by public transport, as there is no direct bus. From Umeå there is 
a bus which stops at the outskirts of a small town Sävar. Then one 
needs to walk 1 km to the central station and catch a bus to the 
terminal. Getting back is even trickier as there are no more buses 
after the last ferry arrives back to the mainland. Therefore locals 
from the island often need to rescue the lost tourists and organise 
them a transport to the city.

At the terminal, the cars are left in a parking lot. If the car needs 
to be shipped to the island, it requires booking a spot in advance 
as the space on the ferry is very limited. The ferry route is a part 
of a national road system, managed by Trafikverket, and is free of 
charge. From June 19 to August 20, which is the official summer 
season in Holmön, the ferry makes five roundtrips during week-
days and four during weekends and holidays. An extra tour can be 
booked for a large group of tourists as well. For the rest of the year 
there are four roundtrips per day and only two regular roundtrips 
on weekends with a possibility to book an extra trip at least half an 
hour prior to the departure. 

Since 2015, the modern ferry Capella replaced the old one called 
Helena Elizabeth. This made the commuting more reliable in winter 
since the old ferry sometimes couldn’t be used at all because of the 
weather or ice conditions, thus cutting Holmön off the mainland 
for days. The trip takes around 45 minutes and is an opportunity 
to meet and have a conversation with someone also going there. 
Alternative ways of reaching the island are boats or snowmobiles if 
the ice is thick enough. Some hardcore enthusiasts also ski or skate 
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On a ferry, February 2016

to the other side over the frozen sea. 

The harbour is the main point of arrival and the busiest place in 
Holmön. It is situated in the Northern part of the island and the 
main facilities are located around. The main village extends further 
inland but is still at a walkable distance. Remote cabins spread 
around the island and nature reserves can be reached by car or 
bike. There are also many small islets accessible only by boat. 

Even though transportation issues make living on the island incon-
venient, it also gives it certain qualities. The way how our bodies 
are allowed to move through the landscape, the whole process of 
getting there resembles a ritual, setting the mood for a particular 
spatial experience. Physical isolation makes the place even more 
unique and exclusive – not everyone can come and go when they 
want. It is not for everyone to be an islander. 
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Being There

My first visit to Holmön was in February. Together with other archi-
tecture students we left Umeå on early Monday morning. When we 
arrived at the terminal, the ferry had just docked and passengers 
from the island were disembarking. Some of them were children 
travelling to school in Sävar. The ferry was comfortable and spa-
tious inside. Along with us there were a few other people going to 
the island and a small truck transporting some supplies.

Silhouettes of Holmön began to appear in the whiteness of snow 
– slender pines, modest sheds and a tower of Boat museum that 
looked like a belfry. Embraced by the tranquility of the place, we 
even seemed to be speaking slower and softer. The roads were 
pure ice and it was extremely slippery, but surprisingly the main 
paths were carefully ploughed and sanded. Most of the buildings 
were the same-looking red cabins although closer observation 
could reveal careful and distinct detailing.

We have not met many people outside but every encounter 
seemed to be special. Every car driver passing by smiles and waves. 
There is a rural sociability where the other is not viewed with cau-
tion as an outsider but rather being in solidarity with everyone that 
comes.
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Soundscape of a solitary walk

Crunching show
Rustling jacket
Silence.

Screeching birds
Blazing sun
Silence.
Shutter click

Crunching show
Rustling jacket
Droning engine
Freezing cheeks
Whispering wind 
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For a community to function, places for meetings and common ac-
tivities are vital. Majority of such places in Holmön are concentrat-
ed around the harbour. As the map in the next page shows, there 
were more public buildings in the centre of the village but most of 
them have been closed and their functions relocated either in the 
harbour or even in the mainland. The island no longer has a school 
and a youth club since there are too few children, an elderly care 
centre has been closed as well and there is no doctor anymore. 
Closing the school that has only 6 students seems reasonable at 
first but on the other hand it discourages any prospect families 
with children to move here.

A local church is an interesting case of the effects the condition of 
remoteness has on the community. The priest lives on the mainland 
and usually is not able to come and hold the mass. Therefore the 
village has been granted an exception and allowed to have a ser-
vice without a priest. This has become an old tradition called village 
praying where the locals gather to read the Bible.

Most of the public facilities function only throughout the short 
summer season. During the rest of the year, the places that are 
left open play a crucial role in sustaining life of the community. 
The most important facility is Holmöns Lanthandel, a convenience 
store. Apart from selling food and basic items, it works as a post 
office, gas station, library and a meeting place for residents who of-
ten drop by just to have a chat at the fika corner. Another place to 
gather is Prästgården that offers Bed & Breakfast services all year 
round and suits for the bigger meetings.

The effects of centralisation process are evident even in such a 
small scale case as Holmön. Depriving local communities of basic 
services means forced mobility and fading sociability. The municipal 
government treats the island as a nice summertime attraction for 
temporary visitors but not as a place to live permanently. However, 
adverse conditions encourage acting transversally, thinking about 
alternative ways of living and creating commons. The construction 
of the store is collectively funded by the residents, families share an 
apartment in Sävar for children going to school, ladies gather once 
a week to do gymnastics at the abandoned elderly care building. 
“We are doing everything that is under our power”, says the store 
manager.
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JOAR
27

There’s nothing to do in the 
city – you can’t walk in nature 

or build something!

When you’re older you want to have 
a phone with you if you go alone to 

the forest.

KURT
61

I’d rather be alone by myself than 
be alone among the others.

EGIL
33

You have to solve con�licts here 
because we all are in the same 
boat. You can’t just stop talking 

to people.

KARIN
65
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Being Local

Out of all the local people that I spoke with, only one was born on 
the island. The others made a deliberate decision to move here, 
influenced by previous visits to the island or established contacts 
with those already living in Holmön. For this reason I called them a 
self-exiled community – they are here by choice. I wondered what 
motivated them to move, how different it is from life in the city and 
what are the qualities they find in living on the island.

The locals claim they do not feel lonely here because there is a lot 
to do and they can rely on the community. People know each other 
like neighbours although they might live on the opposite sides of 
the island. Dropping by without appointment is common and if 
one feels like having company, they go to the main store where it 
is likely to meet someone. At the same time, the place allows to be 
solitary and undisturbed, either in a cabin with a picturesque view 
or in the nature. The residents joke that it is like a wild-West where 
you can have a beer and then drive back home with your seat belt 
unfastened since there is no police and no one bothers.

Apparently, conflicts or disagreements occur between the residents 
just like in any other community. For instance, some are annoyed 
by a herd of reindeer that has recently appeared in Holmön as 
they might roam around and do some kind of damage. Another 
hot topic is about future plans to introduce wind power and build 
a significant number of wind turbines on the island. Part of the 
residents support the project as it will strengthen the local econo-
my. Others are strongly against, pointing out that the development 
will ruin the landscape and make the place less attractive. Therefore 
the accurate representation of the islanders’ position (in the media, 
for example) is rarely possible. However, their condition prompts to 
find solutions for any confrontations, otherwise it would be the end 
of the community.

It is said that in Holmön there are more organisations and associa-
tions than the inhabitants. This might be a little exaggerated but the 
community is indeed well organised. One of the main associations is 
HUF, Holmön’s Development Forum, for the residents and landown-
ers to discuss relevant issues and visions of the island’s future. HAEF 
is an association of shareholders of the store, currently around two 
hundred people. Each of them is obliged to volunteer at the store 
at least two hours per year. Boat museum is run with the help of vol-
unteers as well. Living on the island requires a bit of entrepreneurial 
and organisational skills but it also emancipates the individuals.
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Everyday life in Holmön is calm and peaceful. Leisure activities are 
similar to any ordinary person’s in Sweden – watching TV, walking 
in the nature, reading, sports. Here people also can enjoy fishing, 
hunting or berry picking if it is the season. “Everyone is usually so 
busy during the day that there is no need to do something special 
in the evening”, says the local carpenter who meets people every 
day and does not complain about the lack of activities in Holmön. 
If one is missing going to the cinema or a pub, especially in gloomy 
and dark November, they can always go to Umeå although it can-
not be spontaneous and requires planning ahead.

The proximity of the city certainly affects the perspective of living 
on the island. Many of Holmön inhabitants have an apartment, or 
at least a place to stay overnight, in Umeå and are frequently going 
there either to work, run their errands or meet with friends. Maybe 
the island then feels less like a trap but rather becomes an ultimate 
retreat. 

Ulla, a former politician, likes to sail to Stora Fjäderägg, an islet in 
Holmön archipelago. “I could sit there a whole day!” She enjoys 
having time for herself but also likes to talk to others, therefore she 
comes to the store almost every day and would not mind to live in 
a collective elderly house, if there was one. 

Bo-Gunnar, simply called B.G., had friends in Holmön when he was 
young and moved here permanently around ten years ago. He 
wants more people to come here, both as tourists and whole year 
residents. “You always become fond of the place you are living in 
and want to see it lively”. He admits that it is easier to attract people 
to picturesque and unique places such as islands or mountain vil-
lages than to inland’s remote forest areas. He likes to walk around 
the island and observe the changing landscape. Due to Northern 
Scandinavia uplift, Holmön is rising approximately a centimetre per 
year, therefore the coastline is becoming different than in his mem-
ories. It is unlikely to encounter someone unexpected here, except 
in summer. When he meets a stranger, he likes to sit and talk with 
them for a while.
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Fika corner at the store

Meeting at Prästgården. Bo-Gunnar tells his story about living on the island.
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What Can We Learn

A sense of freedom, feeling of being in charge, responsibility and 
care for the place, strong community, dropping by without no-
ticing – qualities that have been almost lost in cities. The island’s 
autonomy, created by its detachment, allows emerging of a certain 
sociability where every encounter is valued. To balance the extreme 
of solitude in Holmön, its residents seem to appreciate available so-
cial interactions more than urban dwellers. Solitude here becomes 
a unifying condition that has a power to form a collective.

For people living in the cities, on the other hand, more social inputs 
are available, therefore they might not want to seek further inter-
actions but rather a place where they can be alone. As Niklas Maak 
pointed out, “Someone who steps out onto the street having spent 
six hours in his room emailing, chatting online and skyping may be 
someone seeking refuge from the public in the private.”1 This refuge 
can easily be found on the island, can it also be found in the city? 
What happens to the city dweller if one is deprived of social con-
tacts? Where would the newcomer find it easier to integrate – in 
Umeå or in Holmön and why?

How can the values of the island, the conditions 
for sociability and the space for solitude, be 
implemented in an urban context?

1 Maak, Niklas. Elbphilharmonie. In Chipperfiel, David; Long, Kieran; Bose, Shumi 
[eds.] 2012. Common ground: a critical reader. Venezia: Biennale di Venezia, p. 260
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Coexisting in an Urban Realm

Part III
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Umeå Wants to Be a City

As mentioned in Part I, Umeå is the fastest growing municipality in 
Norrland. In 2014, there were 119 613 inhabitants in the municipal-
ity, out of which approximately 80 000 lived in Umeå city. It might 
seem very small in a global scale but Statistics Sweden defines a 
city (stad) as an urban area of at least 10 000 inhabitants. And yet, 
as the slogan says, “Umeå wants more”. The ambition is to increase 
municipality’s total population to 200 000 by 2050, focusing on 
densification of central areas in Umeå.

Umeå’s growth has accelerated since the establishment of the Uni-
versity in 1965. Currently there are over 30 000 students enrolled, 
which is a significant amount in a total number of citizens. Also 
Umeå often becomes a place of transition for people from smaller 
localities in the North of Sweden before moving to major cities in 
the South. Since students and migrants are constantly flowing in 
and out, there is a sense of temporality in the city life. Relation-
ships are momentary, engagement with the location is short-term. 
Increase of population does not mean that people are coming 
together as a collective. How to find one’s place in this flux?

Population growth demands more infrastructure, services and, 
above all, new housing. Every year, over 500 new housing units are 
constructed in Umeå1. In the descriptions of the detailed plans for 
residential areas, the grounds for the proposals are very similar and 
can be summarised as follows: “The municipality has a vision of 200 
000 inhabitants and the comprehensive plan allows the densifica-
tion of the city, therefore we plan to build here.” And usually this is 
enough.

Sadly, social quality of new developments is seldom addressed and 
often simplified to formal yards that are barely used. New apart-
ment buildings may be more sustainable and visually appealing 
than Million Programme homes but they certainly lack spaces 
allowing their residents to meet each other. A distinct example is 
housing development at Sandåkern, a site west of the city centre, 
where over 700 dwellings are being constructed and which includes 
Umeå’s tallest building. Here encounters between the neighbours 
can happen only in a hallway or staircase and communal spaces are 
reduced to a minimum in order to maximise the developer’s profit. 
It implies that a neighbourhood is not a place to socialise, please 
stay in your apartment or go to a public place.

1 LiAi Common Life research report, 2015-2016

Change of population in Umeå mu-
nicipality in 2014.

Source: Statistics Sweden
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Recently developed public space in 
residential areas

Sandåkern

Inner yards (if they exist) are the 
only common areas.

Ålidhem

Recent reconstruction of the yard 
in one of the neighbourhoods. The 
old trees were cut off, giving way to 
peculiar geometry.

Öbacka Strand

The terrace in front of the canal is 
the common place for 600 apart-
ments but remains empty most of 
the time.
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Recently developed public space in the city 
centre

Rådhusesplanaden

“The centrally located parks are lush 
oases in the intense urban environ-
ment”, says municipality’s webpage. 
This park was redesigned after 
demolishing Apberget, a wooden 
platform which was a popular place 
for meetings and public debate.

Parkour park

A place where one is supposed to do 
parkour.

Rådhusparken

A neat and polished public space 
with a beautiful river scenery. It is 
pleasant to sit here and watch the 
sunset when the weather in nice. 
During the cold season (more than a 
half of a year) it is usually empty.
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Cities can offer more diverse and rich cultural environment, better 
education and job opportunities and better standard of living than 
rural areas. On the other hand, urban stress and high social density 
combined with social isolation can cause mood disorders, anxiety 
and even increase a risk of schizophrenia1. The feeling of being 
surrounded by people while being unable to reach and connect 
with them is a phenomenon called urban loneliness. Swed-
ish loneliness report reveals that those living in the largest cities in 
Sweden – Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmö – feel lonelier both 
socially and emotionally than in the rest of the country. The major 
cities are followed by rural areas, while the lowest degree of loneli-
ness is observed in small towns and lightly urbanised locations2.

Urban public space, such as parks, train stations, cafes, 
is no longer a communal space but a place for 
social collection where people come together but keep 
themselves at a distance, immersed in their personal networks and 
devices3. A distinction between being alone and being together has 
been dissolving since technologies can take us elsewhere, without 
us paying attention to what is happening right next. Therefore put-
ting a bunch of people in the same location and creating a formal 
space for them to gather does not automatically make them start a 
conversation or form a community. 

Similarly, Antoine Prost argues that modernist urbanisation has 
destroyed the subtle interplay of public and private in local neigh-
bourhoods that were open and accessible yet exposing bits of 
private life of its residents4. Thus the neighbourhood used to be 
a complex transitional zone between intimate and civic life of the 
city. However, in most of the Western cities today, including Umeå, 
this gradual transition barely exists and private life is strictly divided 
from the public. 

1 Benedictus, Leo. 2014. Sick cities: why urban living can be bad for your mental 
health.
2 Brulde, Bengt & Fors, Filip. Den Svenska Ensamheten: Om hur olika former av ensam-
het påverkar vårt välbefinnande.
3 Turkle, Sherry. 2011. Alone together. Why we expect more from technology and less 
from each other. New York: Basic Books.
4 Prost, Antoine. The Transition from Neighbourhood to Metropolis. In Prost, Antoine 
& Vincent, Gérard [eds.] 1991. A History of Private Life. 5, Riddles of Identity in Modern 
Times. Harvard University Press.

City is a Lonely Place
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Since the Million Programme, new residential areas built from 
scratch are usually populated with homogenous groups of people 
that are not related to each other, without local memories and tra-
ditions and even lacking the means to create them. 
Cities have become impersonal and anonymous 
places.

But is it a reason or a consequence? Prost speculates that modern 
individualism could no longer tolerate a close supervision of an en-
closed community. Increased mobility and lifestyle changes allowed 
to spend less time in the neighbourhood and eventually escape its 
constant surveillance, gossip and scrutiny of one’s private matters. 
We have become free and independent citizens of the world.

Unconstrained and anonymous life may be alluring, nevertheless, it 
can become extremely lonely. Being invisible, insignificant to others 
and exposed to public at the same time makes us suffer from a 
duality of our coexistence in the cities where “the possibilities of 
connection are repeatedly defeated by the dehumanising apparatus 
of urban life”5. Is there a spatial way to transform urban loneliness 
into urban solitude, where we could have space to be ourselves and 
yet belong to the whole? 

5 Laing, Olivia. 2016. The Lonely City. Adventures in the Art of Being Alone. Edinburgh: 
Canongate Books Ltd, p.44.

61



“My first weeks here were quite euphoric. 
An intimate euphoria when you finally, af-
ter months of chaos and distraction, come 

to a place where no one bothers you. No 
one even tries to enter your world. You are 

in a bubble. I felt my thoughts becoming 
clearer. The process of going inward was 
a great pleasure. Up to a certain moment. 
This moment when you dramatically want 
to share something – anything – when all 

this burden that grew in you for weeks 
needs to be expressed.”

1 

Impression about life in Umeå by a Polish artist Joanna Rajkowska who spent three months here doing an art project.
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Unexpected Encounters

The charm of urban life is an element of unexpectedness, thou-
sands of possibilities for unpredictable encounters, manifold of 
opportunities and experiences lying ahead of an independent 
individual. At least such was a vision of a modernist utopia. Does it 
truly happen in everyday life?

Robin Evans draws a relation between the organisation of space 
and social patterns of life happening inside it. For example, Italian 
medieval spatial arrangement of interconnected chambers with 
many doors was a background for sociability based on closeness 
and accidental social encounter. The intersection of paths was inev-
itable during the course of the day. A couple of centuries ago it was 
replaced throughout the whole Europe by the corridor model with 
cellular rooms connected through circulatory spaces. Such model is 
based on privacy, distance and segregation and is still predominant 
today. ‘The other’ has become a disturbance, “nothing but a poten-
tial source of irritation”. Paradoxically, introduction of the corridor 
as a space for movement and transition eventually reduced contact. 
This can be explained by elimination of spontaneity and incidental 
communication when a zone for circulation does nothing more 
than facilitating purposeful traffic1. 

Although Evans was speaking mostly about domestic space, his 
observations could also be applied to the scale of the city. Public 
space serves as a huge hallway, facilitating flows of people who 
try to avoid contact with each other. However, I see encounter as 
the other extreme of solitude, complementing and balancing the 
capacity of being alone. Constant condition of solitude is inhuman, 
after all, humans are social animals.

Can a place for solitude also become a place for 
encounter?

1 Evans, Robin. Figures, Doors and Passages. In Hensel, M.; Hight, C.; Menges, A. [eds.] 
2009. Space Reader. Heterogeneous Space in Architecture. Wiley, p. 73-95
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I started to note my own informal, unexpected encounters in Umeå, 
particularly interested in the space where they happened and the 
circumstances. The map in the following pages includes spontane-
ous situations where I was engaged in conversations with complete 
strangers or ran into people that I already know, excluding planned 
meetings and social situations like parties. Surprisingly, such 
encounters rarely happened in formal public space or city centre. 
They usually took place in a very casual, everyday setting - on the 
street, at the shop or around my house. The locations were quite 
random and the encounters were prompted by ongoing activities, 
not by a place itself. However, certain intimacy of the environment 
encourages contact, even if the chances of meeting someone there 
are lower.

It is more likely to start a random conversation 
in a forest than in a shopping mall.
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Unexpected Encounters

Encounter with a 
stranger

Encounter with the 
person I know

My usual routes (from 
home to university / 
supermarket / city 
centre

CITY FOREST
Green areas of the city are the places to 
excercise, take a walk and have a 
moment alone. Even though people enjoy 
solitary activities there,  they are more 
relaxed and not in a hurry, therefore 
more open to encounters. Everyone says 
‘hej’ when meeting the other along the 
forest path.

BRIDGE
One of the sites of architectural 
intervention. Unusual stuctures, events 
or actions draw attention and encourage 
questions or discussions right on the 
spot.

SECOND HAND SHOP
Accidentally meeting people from 
the same country who also came to 
the shop to buy furniture.

ART CAMPUS
Art Campus is open to public, 
so basically anyone can drop 
by and see what students are 
doing, although only rare 
enthusiasts do so.

IN / AROUND THE HOUSE
I live in an apartment building in a 
neighbourhood of mainly students, young 
families and immigrants. I barely know 
my neighbours, one came by to borrow 
coffee once. I see them in their balconies 
or grilling outside but I have more 
contact with the cats strolling around 
than with the people. The area is a bit 
confusing, so many ask for directions.

TUNNEL
Dangerously icy after the snow 
melted and froze again and many 
cyclists fell down. Small bike 
incidents are common in the city, 
sometimes ending with laughter, 
sometimes with tears and genuine 
help for the other to stand up and 
check if he or she is ok.

LIDL SUPERMARKET
Conversations in supermarkets are 
mostly formal contacts with the cashier. 
However, for an ongoing person who 
likes small talk a shop can be a place to 
‘hunt down’ the targets for conversation.

LAUNDRY 1
The laundry is shared 
among small number of 
residents. Encounters are 
rare but conversations are 
less formal than in the 
bigger laundry.

LAUNDRY 2
The laundry has four washrooms and is 
shared among a large neighbourhood. 
Encounters are usually only visual since 
the rooms are booked individually. 
Situations prompting conversation are 
mostly annoying - problems with the 
booking system, someone forgot to take 
out their clothes, etc.

Examples of Situations

City Forest
We were walking with the plastic 
bags and knives in the forest, 
picking mushrooms. “Are you 
looking for mushrooms?” asked the 
elderly lady. She said that here we 
won’t �ind any but there are plenty 
of them at the lake. We showed her 
that we already found a lot. Now 
she knows that mushrooms grow in 
the city forest as well and we know 
about the place by the lake.

Supermarket
The cashier at Lidl heard us 
speaking the foreign language and 
asked where we are from. When he 
�inds out that we are Lithuanians, 
he mentions some of our basketball 
players and admits he’s a huge 
basketball fan. He is from Turkey 
and invites us to come there next 
year for Eurobasket championship.

Bildmuseet
We were leaving the exhibition 
when a lady in a hallway stopped 
us, seemed like she wanted to talk 
to someone. We told her that we are 
architecture students here and the 
encounter turned into a long 
discussion about architecture, city 
planning and politics in a staircase 
of the museum.
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Unexpected Encounters

Encounter with a 
stranger

Encounter with the 
person I know

My usual routes (from 
home to university / 
supermarket / city 
centre

CITY FOREST
Green areas of the city are the places to 
excercise, take a walk and have a 
moment alone. Even though people enjoy 
solitary activities there,  they are more 
relaxed and not in a hurry, therefore 
more open to encounters. Everyone says 
‘hej’ when meeting the other along the 
forest path.

BRIDGE
One of the sites of architectural 
intervention. Unusual stuctures, events 
or actions draw attention and encourage 
questions or discussions right on the 
spot.

SECOND HAND SHOP
Accidentally meeting people from 
the same country who also came to 
the shop to buy furniture.

ART CAMPUS
Art Campus is open to public, 
so basically anyone can drop 
by and see what students are 
doing, although only rare 
enthusiasts do so.

IN / AROUND THE HOUSE
I live in an apartment building in a 
neighbourhood of mainly students, young 
families and immigrants. I barely know 
my neighbours, one came by to borrow 
coffee once. I see them in their balconies 
or grilling outside but I have more 
contact with the cats strolling around 
than with the people. The area is a bit 
confusing, so many ask for directions.

TUNNEL
Dangerously icy after the snow 
melted and froze again and many 
cyclists fell down. Small bike 
incidents are common in the city, 
sometimes ending with laughter, 
sometimes with tears and genuine 
help for the other to stand up and 
check if he or she is ok.

LIDL SUPERMARKET
Conversations in supermarkets are 
mostly formal contacts with the cashier. 
However, for an ongoing person who 
likes small talk a shop can be a place to 
‘hunt down’ the targets for conversation.

LAUNDRY 1
The laundry is shared 
among small number of 
residents. Encounters are 
rare but conversations are 
less formal than in the 
bigger laundry.

LAUNDRY 2
The laundry has four washrooms and is 
shared among a large neighbourhood. 
Encounters are usually only visual since 
the rooms are booked individually. 
Situations prompting conversation are 
mostly annoying - problems with the 
booking system, someone forgot to take 
out their clothes, etc.

Examples of Situations

City Forest
We were walking with the plastic 
bags and knives in the forest, 
picking mushrooms. “Are you 
looking for mushrooms?” asked the 
elderly lady. She said that here we 
won’t �ind any but there are plenty 
of them at the lake. We showed her 
that we already found a lot. Now 
she knows that mushrooms grow in 
the city forest as well and we know 
about the place by the lake.

Supermarket
The cashier at Lidl heard us 
speaking the foreign language and 
asked where we are from. When he 
�inds out that we are Lithuanians, 
he mentions some of our basketball 
players and admits he’s a huge 
basketball fan. He is from Turkey 
and invites us to come there next 
year for Eurobasket championship.

Bildmuseet
We were leaving the exhibition 
when a lady in a hallway stopped 
us, seemed like she wanted to talk 
to someone. We told her that we are 
architecture students here and the 
encounter turned into a long 
discussion about architecture, city 
planning and politics in a staircase 
of the museum.
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Islands of Solitude

Land to be developed 
in the future!

Islands of solitude are places in 
Umeå that are detached from 
ordinary city life, as green 
voids, affording distance and 
pause from urbanity. Some of 
them are real, physical islands, 
others can be called islands 
metaphorically because they 
have similar qualities - de�ined 
boundaries of being something 
else.

These islands are possible sites 
for interventions and specula-
tions. Time is pressing because 
some of them are included in 
the city development plans and 
in the future might be drowned 
in an “urban ocean”.

Nevertheless, it is important to 
have such spaces in the city 
fabric affording different modes 
of coexistence and  allowing to 
escape homogenous, 
programmed and predictable 
urban life.
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Land to be developed 
in the future!

Islands of solitude are places in 
Umeå that are detached from 
ordinary city life, as green 
voids, affording distance and 
pause from urbanity. Some of 
them are real, physical islands, 
others can be called islands 
metaphorically because they 
have similar qualities - de�ined 
boundaries of being something 
else.

These islands are possible sites 
for interventions and specula-
tions. Time is pressing because 
some of them are included in 
the city development plans and 
in the future might be drowned 
in an “urban ocean”.

Nevertheless, it is important to 
have such spaces in the city 
fabric affording different modes 
of coexistence and  allowing to 
escape homogenous, 
programmed and predictable 
urban life.
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Rödberget
The Red Hill

The hill is an old rock formation 
along the highway and between 
industrial and residential areas.

Area
0.08 km2

Distance from city centre
3.5 km

Accessibility
By several walking paths.

Current activity
Recreational area with walking 
trails and informal grill place. Lots 
of self-made shabby structures for 
unknown purpose. There is an aban-
doned ski slope and a telecommuni-
cation tower on the top.

Qualities
City panorama
Forest and a big rock on the top.
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Bölesholmarna
Böle Islets

Two connected islets in Ume river.

Area
0.09 km2

Distance from city centre
1.9 km

Accessibility
2 pedestrian bridges from Böle, 
southern side of the river.

Current activity
Official recreational area with a 
beach and grill place.

Qualities
Picturesque landscape
Away from city noise
Narrow pathways and fragile terrain 
creates cozy and thrilling atmo-
sphere

! There are plans for a new bridge 
from the northern riverbank.
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Ön
The Island

The large island in Ume river that 
emerged only in the Middle ages due 
to the land uplift. It has been used as 
a place to build boats, recreation area 
for the rich or housing the workers 
of timber floating industry.

Area
1.2 km2

Distance from city centre
2.2 km

Accessibility
The main access to the island is the 
bridge from Teg. Pedestrians also 
have access through the bridge at the 
southern tip. 

Current activity
There are 313 people living on the 
island and 35 small businesses regis-
tered. Some land is used for agrigul-
ture and industry.

Qualities
Idyllic rural setting in the middle of 
the city
110 bird species, 5 of which are rare
Picturesque views of the river and 
the city

! Comprehensive plan for Ön, 
approved in 2008, proposes dense 
urbanisation and infrastructure 
development strategy with a vi-
sion of the island as a “Manhattan” 
of Umeå
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Stadsliden
City Forest

The forest, consisting mostly of 
spruce, is the largest green area 
in central Umeå, surrounded by 
residential areas, Västerbotten’s mu-
seum and Gammlia sports hall.
It was allocated as a park in 1974.

Area
1.6 km2

Distance from city centre
2 km

Accessibility
Easily accessible by many walking 
paths.

Current activity
Recreational area with lit walking 
and skiing trails, outdoor gym equip-
ment and a ski slope Bräntberget.

Qualities
Forest with berries and mushrooms
Away from city noise
Lit walking paths
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Hamrinsberget
Hamrin’s Hill

The hill is an old rock formation 
close to the Hospital. Many people 
in the city are not aware about this 
place.

Area
0.06 km2

Distance from city centre
2 km

Accessibility
By several indistinct walking paths.

Current activity
Unofficial recreational area with 
many self-made grill spots, popular 
among youth.

Qualities
City panorama
Feeling of isolation
Lots of greenery

! Comprehensive plan for Univer-
sity and Hospital area, approved 
in 2013, proposes that all the hill 
should be urbanised for mixed use 
activities. Balticgruppen
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Liljansberget
Lilly Hill

The hill is an old rock formation 
close to the University campus and 
surrounded by high-rise residential 
areas.

Area
0.25 km2

Distance from city centre
3 km

Accessibility
By several walking paths

Current activity
Recreational area with walking trails, 
unofficial grill place and self-made 
bench. Used for orientation games 
and other sport activities. Contains 
apartment blocks on the western 
slope.

Qualities
Old forest and big rocks
Feeling of isolation
Ancient stone piles

! Comprehensive plan for Univer-
sity and Hospital area, approved 
in 2013, proposes development 
for mixed use activities covering 
half of the hill. Detailed plan for 
school, kindergarden and housing 
on the southern slope has been 
approved in 2014 and the con-
struction has already started.
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Nydalasjön
Nydala Lake

The lake has formed during the 
glacial period and is 6 m deep at the 
most. It is surrounded by forests and 
residential areas in the south.

Area
3 km2

Distance from city centre
5.4 km

Accessibility
Easily accessible. Walking path goes 
all around the lake.

Current activity
Recreational area with beaches, 
sports facilities, grill places, toilets, 
etc. Skating tracks on the ice are 
opened in winter. Many villas and 
cabins around the lake and a camp-
ing site with swimming pools at the 
northern side.

Qualities
Suitable for swimming, fishing and 
other recreation
Forest with lots of berries and mush-
rooms.
Dark at night, therefore popular 
among Aurora observers
Picturesque landscape
Large area

! Comprehensive plan for Universi-
ty and Hospital area, approved in 
2013, proposes new housing in the 
forest at the western side of the 
lake. Tomtebo residential area is 
estimated to expand up to 20 000 
inhabitants in the future.
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Sopberget
Garbage Hill

The area is said to be an old dumping 
site now overgrown with grass and 
young forest.

Area
0.06 km2

Distance from city centre
4.9 km

Accessibility
Accessible through several walking 
paths.

Current activity
Tracks for mountain biking. Informal 
grill place at the top.

Qualities
Panoramic view of the outskirts of 
the city
A place not yet discovered by many

77



78



Togetherness and Solitude Combined

More than a half of global population is living in cities and urban 
population is expected to keep on growing in the future1, in Swe-
den alike. A city should be a place where human relationships are 
encouraged to evolve instead of being destroyed. People do not 
need structures to hide from each other, they need space both to 
be together and to be alone. 

Solitude rarely happens in absolute isolation, it is just one of many 
modes of our coexistence. Therefore it does not necessarily require 
particular typology or structure built in a remote, distant place.
 
A place for solitude is rather a configuration of 
space and time that makes solitude possible at 
a certain moment. 

Space is remade every time it is inhabited. To quote James Corner, 
“The experiences of space cannot be separated from the events that 
happen in it; space is situated, contingent and differentiated.”2

Diversity of urban fabric, places of intensity complemented with 
places of paucity open possibilities for different forms of inhabit-
ing and experiencing them. Moments of solitude entwined with 
unlimited encounters are the qualities of cityness where sociability 
is constantly in the making.

1 United Nations, 2014.
2 Corner, James. The Agency of Mapping: Speculation, Critique and Invention. In 
Cosgrove, Denis [ed.] 1999. Mappings. Reaktion Books, p. 227
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Reclaiming Space for Solitude

Part IV



Intervention 
is a process of learning, actively engaging in 

the performative practice of making the world.

Utopia 
questions the oppressive, alienating and 

over-programmed urban apparatus and social 
structures that it produces.



Interventions and Utopias

Laboratory of Immediate Architectural Intervention (LiAi) takes 
architecture not as an object, an “it”, but as an active form, a thing 
that “does”. An intervention is not a final proposal or an end result, 
but a process of learning, actively engaging in the performative 
practice of making the world, which feeds back again into the re-
search. It is an intra-action, arising from being within the situation, 
challenging strong discourses of power and affecting interrelation-
ships between things and spaces.

Through intervening, we often address questions of being and 
living together. Many of the projects done individually or collab-
oratively throughout the master course were also related to the 
notion of solitude, emphasising the importance of the body, which 
is “an experiencing, a knowing, and a difference-making entity in the 
production of space”1. A series of collaborative workshops at Umeå 
School of Architecture (UMA) addressed the issues of negation 
and loss of intimate in the society of regulations, together with the 
individual exercises that explored the possibilities of making space 
of solitude in the city.

Interventions and research in solitude topic unfolded into a fiction 
story, a utopian fantasy of speculative scenarios and potential so-
ciability of the city. Utopia, according to Paul Ricoeur, is not a mere 
escape from reality but a tool that through text and images can 
criticise and reinstitute the values and ideology of existing society2. 
In this thesis it questions the oppressive, alienating and over-pro-
grammed urban apparatus and social structures that it produces. 
The story is less about utopia of form but more about utopia of 
process3, imagining architectures, coexistences and encounters that 
could happen in a fictional (and partly real) archipelago of solitude.

1 Altés, Alberto & Lieberman, Oren. Immediate Architectural Interventions, Durations 
and Effects: Apparatuses, Things and People in the Making of the City and the World. 
SRE_E Symposium “Rethinking the Social in Architecture” – 6-8 February 2013, Umeå
2 Steeves, James B. Utopia and Text: Ricoeur‘s Critique of Ideology. Symposium, IV, 2 
(2000), 221-235.
3 Corner, James. The Agency of Mapping: Speculation, Critique and Invention. In 
Cosgrove, Denis [ed.] 1999. Mappings. Reaktion Books, p. 228
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Silent Room

Collaborative workshop
Design:
Autumn semester 2013/2014

Construction:
Phase I
Spring semester 2014
Phase II
Autumn semester 2014/2015

Tutors
Alberto Altés, Josep Garriga Tarres, 
Claudi Aguiló, Roger Tudó

What
A room suspended in a double-height 
interior space, working as an explor-
atory classroom

Materials
Glulam timber beams
Plywood
Insulation

Duration
1 year

Location
UMA

Team
LiAi 2013/2014 & 2014/2015 
students

The need for a silent room at UMA arose from its unduly extrovert 
environment where any meetings and conversations are exposed 
and subject to distractions. The room appeared as a floating haven 
of silence, not occupying any floorspace as it was suspended from 
the existing building’s structure. It could accommodate up to 25 
people and be used as a classroom for lectures, presentations, 
group work or individual studying. 

It was the place of the first LiAi studio meeting at the beginning of 
2014/2015 academic year. We all agree that the spatial experience 
of the meeting, accompanied by the workshop of finishing the 
room, stimulated the solidarity and closeness of our studio. The 
plain aesthetics, the smell of wood, interplay of light and struc-
ture, different ways of positioning the body and small rituals like 
taking the shoes off, all created a distinctive learning atmosphere. 
Intense, but stress-reduced, seminars or reviews could be followed 
or interrupted by relaxed and less formal discussions or even yoga 
sessions. Most importantly, it was created by the students, learning 
not only in the space, but through making it.
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Public Saunas

Collaborative workshop
Spring semester 2015

Tutors
Alberto Altés, Josep Garriga Tarres, 
Sami Rintala

What
Two public saunas

Materials
Structural timber
Wooden planks
Insulation and membrane
2 windows
2 stoves

Duration
4 months

Location
UMA premises

Team
LiAi 2014/2015 students

Sauna, an integral part of Swedish culture, once has been a true 
public space. Today its significance is often reduced to an occasion-
al entertainment facility. As a reaction to mutating sauna culture, 
LiAi made two public saunas, designed and built from scratch in 
five days, free to book for everyone in the city. To test different 
technological and spatial approaches, we split into two teams – 
“horizontal” and “vertical” (which I was a part of).

As a place and as a ritual, sauna provides experience of solitude 
since it has a sense of sacredness, requires concentration and 
attention to the presence. It also recognises the human as a cor-
poreal being and lets us engage in a more intimate way which is 
enormously absent in predominantly impersonal public space. The 
publicness of the saunas added another layer to their meaning, 
making them a space for encounter and equality. It is an example 
of versatility of solitude space, unfolding many levels of our coex-
istence.
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Thick Wall

Collaborative workshop
Design:
Autumn semester 2014/2015
Construction:
Spring semester 2015

Tutors
Alberto Altés, Josep Garriga Tarres, 
Claudi Aguiló

What
3 units attached to the window 
openings to provide more privacy in 
the studio

Materials
20x50 mm timber profiles

Duration
2 months

Location
UMA, LiAi studio

Team
LiAi 2014/2015 studentsThick wall was designed to improve working conditions at the LiAi 

studio which lacked quiet space for more solitary activities such as 
reading. We constructed three units – the first one more social with 
several seating levels, located centrally in the studio as a place to 
gather for fika or brainstorming. The second one aside was intend-
ed for more private conversations and quiet studying, also provid-
ing storage for drawings and models. The third box was resting on 
top of the two, being the most distanced and suitable for resting. 
The units were mounted into the window openings, thus expanding 
the thickness of the existing wall. After exploring wood construc-
tion techniques we came up with a sheer structure that does not 
block the light and is partly seen through so as being inside would 
not feel entirely isolating.

While having the thick wall, the studio space has been more ver-
satile and satisfying not only to work at but to enjoy less formal 
activities as well. Privacy not always requires a separate room or 
solid screens, it can also be provided without refusing the notion of 
collectiveness.
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Swinging under the Bridge

The platform was made as a tool to explore the possibilities of 
expanding the affordances of regular infrastructure objects, in this 
case bridges. It immediately transformed the void under the bridge 
into the place for experiencing solitude. The pedestrian bridge is 
located in a beautiful spot where the sound and view of the rapids 
of the creek beneath create a soothing atmosphere. Being on the 
platform allowed to engage with the surroundings in a different 
way, hovering just above the water surface while feeling almost an 
integral part of its flow. 

At the same time, it was not only a platform of experience, but also 
a trigger for dialogue. People were stopping by while installing 
the structure to find out what it is and the rumours about a bizarre 
object under the bridge started to spread around. 

I found the platform broken after about four months. Was it an 
accident, a storm or an act of vandalism, I do not know, but at least 
for a while it served as a gift for the city, claiming the space of 
solitude for its citizens. Could we think of and make more spaces 
like this?

Individual project
Autumn semester 2014/2015

What
A 2x2 m platform hanging under the 
bridge, holding up to 2 people

Materials
Timber beams
Timber planks
Straps

Duration
4 months

Location
Kvarnbron (Mill bridge) over the 
creek Tvärån, West of Umeå centre.

Team
Mantas Gipas & Rogier Rouwet 
helping to install the structure on 
site
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summer: 

step on the stones

winter: 
step on the ice(be careful!)

wooden planks

candle for 
romance

may be covered 

with snow

the bridge shelters from the rain, sun,

southern and nothern wind

straps are attached to the rails

stream direction
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Right
A letter was received at UMA from M. 
Forsell, enclosing the photograph of 
the platform users. The backside of 
the picture said: 

“Grandma and Vera drinking warm 
chocolate during the winter vacation 
of 2015. 
The adventure was big, a bit scary but 
awesome.
The rapids were really rushing around 
us.
Thank you for the nice idea.”

Top
The structure was put in place with-
out getting into water

Middle
Crossed straps indicate of a platform 
beneath

Bottom
A view of the water from the plat-
form
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Individual project
Spring semester 2015

What
3 portable sheer walls and a roof/
floor

Materials
Tree branches  weaved together

Duration
3 days

Location
Along Ume river

Team
Mantas Gipas helping to make the 
structure and take it “for a walk”

Instant Shelter

The structure was part of the exploration of basic shelters and their 
performance as being something else than mere protection from 
the elements. The idea was to make a portable device from sus-
tainable material that could be assembled in several configurations. 
The branches were collected from the wood pile at the park in 
Ålidhem that was left after spring cleaning. Horizontals were thrust-
ed through the holes drilled in the thicker branches and the thinner 
ones were weaved in.

The shelter materialised as an instant place-maker, creating a room 
of intimacy in the open and changing the interrelationship between 
its user and the surrounding space. It also claims territory more 
powerfully than the body alone. How much space does a person 
need to claim to feel safe? 

This little experiment could be further inspiration for the design of 
public space. Similar principles of mobility, simplicity and versatility 
could be applied in creating flexible structures that could be used 
in multiple ways according to different social situations.
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Collecting the wood

Making the structure

Configuration
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A 
JOURNEY 
THROUGH 
A 
GEO-POETIC 
ARCHI-
PELAGO



[Escape]

It's been a long time since I was in Umeå. 
Many things have changed and I'm excit-
ed to see them with my own eyes. Memories 
intertwine with senses of the presence and 
dreams about the future.

When I left Umeå, they were building 
everything, everywhere. The long and shal-
low glacial lake, formerly on the outskirts 
of the city, is now compressed between new 
residential areas. Nearly 20 000 people are 
living there while before there were just a 
couple of hundred. The city moves around, 
encircling the segments of nature and dis-
figuring them. The nature always moves, at 
its own pace, but now is forced to move 
faster and faster to avoid being swallowed.

Just like a piece of land stranded in the 
lake, frightened of cranes and chainsaws. As 
I remember, it was a peninsula overgrown 
with young forest. The watercourse of a 
small tributary river of the lake was hast-
ily channelled and over the years it broke 
off the peninsula, forming a sizeable, marshy 
island. The Lonely Island, it is called.

Further towards the city centre, a few hill-
tops have emerged, framed between the sil-
houettes of towering buildings. They have 
become the few remaining islands in an 
ocean of urbanity, promising to embrace 
those in need of solitude.
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Looking from the Western shore of the lake, 
the island appears very close. There is no 
bridge, the only way to get there is by a 
boat. There are plenty of them at the pier. 
They do not belong to anyone, or rather, 
they belong to everyone who wants to cross. 

Couple of years back people still could walk 
on the ice most of the winter, they even 
had skating tracks here over the frozen 
lake, but now the ice is often too fragile. 
Sometimes it gets very difficult for boats to 
make their way through half frozen waters.

Above the trees rises a tall red tower. It is 
a building where all the residents of the is-
land live. The tower simultaneously observes 
and exposes itself to the city. Yet they nev-
er truly merge, each remaining 'the other'.

[Distance]
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The need to stand 
alone goes hand in

 hand 

with the need to b
elong.

Norbert Elias





Just a few people lived here from the start. 
The rest are constantly changing. They 
move here for a year and then move back 
to their old lives, as if it was a long va-
cation, a memory for eternity. Even though 
the luxury and freedom of living different-
ly draws a lot of interest in public, only a 
few make a final decision to move here. The 
idea of sacrificing the comfort and steadi-
ness of an ordinary life is often frightening. 
Everyday inconveniences with a boat, food 
and services are not appealing to all. 

But once there, the experience of solitude 
is cherishing. Everyone living in the tow-
er have their own room, even those who 
are married. Some return here just to sleep 
while some spend most of the day enclosed 
in their private space, feeling safe and un-
disturbed. It is a great honour to be invit-
ed into someone's room which is equal to 
opening one's heart to the other. The rooms 
are never locked but no one cross the 
boundaries without permission.

The rooms are usually modestly equipped 
but that does not diminish the quality of 
life. Often there is a sense of temporality, 
a space of solitude feeling like a cavity in 
a continuum of consumption. Inhabiting the 
room relies entirely on creativity and im-
agination. Outside the private compartments 
there is a network of interconnected cham-
bers, passages and stairs that do not have 
a single route to move through. Which door 
will you open today?

[Privacy]
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Solitude today is impossible to reach because we 

are constantly in a social condition, even if we 

are in our house. Pier Vittorio Aureli



I am talking with a woman I met in the 
staircase. We are sitting on the strange 
structure up between the trees that was 
built by the younger residents of the island.
 
- I might not know all my neighbours 
very well, but I feel we are like a one big 
family. Our solitude binds us together. Cer-
tainly, you cannot remain completely anon-
ymous here, but maybe you don't even want 
that.

There are no restrictions of who can live 
in the tower. Each resident needs to sign a 
tower code that sets their obligations and 
privileges. Then they are solemnly conse-
crated into the community. When people 
hear about the tower, they usually imagine 
something exclusive and luxurious, like a 
five star hotel, available only to the elite. In 
reality, the daily domesticity is not so poet-
ic. Every single amendment of their amen-
ities requires planning and creativity. A 
woman chuckles remembering how they were 
shipping a fridge to the island. But it de-
pends on what one considers to be a luxury.

- I think I was trying to run away from 
other people. That is how I ended up in the 
tower. To my surprise, here I feel more so-
cial than ever before. Even if I go less and 
less to the city. The city comes to me, just 
like you did.

[Coexistence]
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- It is forbidden to talk here.

- Then why are we still talking?

- Rules are for those who don't know how 
to be.





I have reached the other side of the is-
land. Time to move on. I take another boat 
and head towards the canal flowing out 
of the lake. I rejoin the traffic noise and 
rushing people but remain at the distance. 
Teenagers with hovering boards pass me by 
shrieking and giggling, navigating hurriedly 
through the canal. It narrows down in front 
of every tunnel. The buzz of the cars and 
trucks above echoes from the walls covered 
with posters, advertisements and photo-
graphs. 

As I sail out, the gust of wind splashes my 
boat. Embankments are full with platforms, 
swings and sheltering structures that are 
occupied with people even if the weath-
er is colder. They stop by, some hang a bit 
longer, to watch the passing boats and rafts 
comfortably wrapped up in blankets. Being 
watched feels a little uneasy.

But soon I arrive at the foot of the hill 
where the canal ends up in a pond. I leave 
the boat for another future traveller, climb 
the wooden steps out of the pond and start 
walking towards the forest. 

[Exposure]
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"You can see them, but you can't reach them, and so this commonplace 

urban phenomenon, available in any city of the world [...], conveys t
o 

even the most social a tremor of loneliness, its uneasy combination of 

separation and exposure." Olivia Laing





The road winds up the hill through the old 
trees and mossy rocks. Patches of snow are 
still visible here and there. The deeper into 
the forest, the less sound of the city. Now I 
can hear the birds, rustling wind and twigs 
cracking under the feet. It is easy to get 
lost here. 

The wind brings an echo of low voices in 
the distance. A light smoke coils above the 
treetops inviting to come closer. There are 
people, naked, veiled in steam. A few saunas 
are hiding behind the pines, little sacred 
places to wash away the sorrow. The sign 
on the door of the occupied lodge notifies 
that the company wants to enjoy their time 
among themselves, no strangers invited. 

The other sauna standing aside is empty. I 
go in, carrying a bundle of firewood from 
the storage outside and light the fire in the 
stove. It will take a while to heat so I will 
walk around.

When I come back, the sauna is pleasantly 
warm and smells with dry wood. My clothes 
and shoes go into the box quickly, because 
the hard cold is biting the bare skin, and 
I hurry inside. With a little anxiety, I am 
peeking at the door which says 'come in' on 
the other side. The heat is soothing, I lay 
on the bench, close my eyes and wait.

[Ritual]
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When the sauna ritual is over, I find my 
way out of the forest and end up at the 
entrance of the long path, connecting the 
two hills. The path is framed between the 
high, sheer walls that break at some points 
if one wants to enter or leave in the mid-
dle. The other side is separated by a clear 
boundary but light and sound still pene-
trates inside, creating shadows and echoes 
in the space herein.

The path can be walked in many ways. Some 
hustle fast and straight towards the sun-
set, others take it slow and wind through 
all its curves, bending and climbing through 
the small obstacles along their way. There 
are places to sit or to hide. You can nev-
er expect what you will find there each day. 
Sometimes you can join for a quick back-
gammon round. Sometimes you can hear live 
music or buy a cup of coffee if anyone is 
in the mood to sell. Sometimes you are the 
only one there and then you can do a silly 
walk.

Today it is quite lively and I recognise 
a face of an old friend in a crowd. It is 
strange how you meet someone (or some-
thing) and the place of an encounter gets 
imprinted in your mental map. Do places 
also have memories of all the events that 
happened in them?

[Encounter]
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- Where does the path lead?

- It goes to the place where you come to be alone.

- But you can be alone in your room all you want.

- We all secretly hope for unpredictable encounters.





The night is falling over the last island, 
a hill hiding mysteries in its underground 
labyrinths. Secret passages lead in and out, 
heavy doors open and close, encompass-
ing the movements of solitary figures. Many 
come here to cry out their pain or whisper 
their sins to the silent rocks.

The corridor widens and narrows, ramifies 
into several paths and chambers. In a niche 
there is a stand where, encircled with can-
dles, a leather-covered book lies open. It 
is full of handwritten stories, wishes and 
confessions. Part of them are in languag-
es I do not understand. As I turn the pag-
es, the city unfolds in front of me through 
the plurality of its characters, their dreams 
shamelessly spilled out.

I want to stay longer in this place, read-
ing the diary of the city, listening to words 
and voices that are no longer anonymous 
but so true and real. This place is a shrine 
of hope and despair where new intimacies 
can be found. Take me out to the fresh air 
again, we can sit on the rock by the fire 
and tell each other our secrets. Your hands 
are warm, unlike the chill of the night.

[Intimacy]
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We are lonely but fearful of intimacy.

Sherry Turkle



We are taking off and through the window I 
see the city beneath us, archipelago of soli-
tude wedged in its urban meshwork. The is-
lands radiate with tranquillity, their beacons 
flashing in the dusk. They welcome everyone 
to forget the fear of being alone and give 
ourselves more time and space to dream 
and think our own thoughts.

Cities are becoming places of bland and 
predictable social experience, where encoun-
ters are formal and loneliness continues to 
thrive. By polarizing solitude and together-
ness, where extreme individualism combines 
with extreme collectiveness, we could open 
possibilities for more profound experience of 
space that is already there. The interplay 
between formal and informal, scripted and 
uncertain, creates a depth of the city and 
allows to inhabit it in multiple ways.

Architecture cannot solve all the problems 
in the society, but through accommodat-
ing our everyday life it has the power to 
encompass the evolution of our interrela-
tionships with space and with each other. 
Against providing the illusion of sociality, the 
role of architecture should be to acknowl-
edge human bodies as personalities with 
dreams, desires and longing for true intima-
cy and friendship. Text, images, maps and 
interventions are the tools for an architect 
to engage in the process of understanding, 
uncovering and writing the poetry of our 
coexistence.

[Reflection]
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Urban solitude in the 
end is not only about 
being alone in the 
city. Our singularity 
arises from the com-
mon of the society 
we live in. Therefore 
a question of solitude 
is always already a 

question of being to-
gether.





"There is surely another kind of architecture that would seek to 
give full play to the things that have been carefully masked by 
its anti-type; an architecture arising out of the deep fascination 
that draws people towards others; an architecture that recognises 
passion, carnality and sociality."

Robin Evans
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