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Let’s talk about AESTHETICS.
Because as architects, we often don’t.

Part zero:



Is that true?
Not entirely, of course. Architecture is a vast and diverse 
field, and most of the people within it seem to have some 
artistic inclinations. We certainly care about appearances, 
and on some occasions we put that care into words. 
In the Theory part of this thesis, I will discuss the main 
branches of contemporary discourse I am aware of 
that touch on aesthetic values. 

Most of these, however, approach the subject more or less 
indirectly and from particular angles; acknowledging 
the aesthetic experience of architecture only through 
the lens of, say, cultural-vernacular identity, or the material-
ity of digital fabrication. And barely any explicitly identify 
themselves as aesthetic. Very few of the theorists I’ve read 
have used that word without in some way distancing them-
selves from it or downplaying its importance. 

These are also discussions that must be actively sought out 
and fostered as a personal brand or interest. Comparable 
to how one might choose to specialize in, say, the archi-
tecture of wide-span steel structures. In my experience, 
the question of how buildings appear does not permeate 
mainstream architectural discourse in the way that other 
fundamental aspects of architecture do. 
Yael Reisner –  PhD, international teacher, and practicing 
architect, puts it eloquently:

“Indeed, architectural discourse is dominated by the com-
mentary of almost every aspect of the architectural process 
except aesthetics – a fact that has driven the architect’s 
intention to a point of mystique and, increasingly, alienation 
from public understanding.”1

But one need not leave Sweden or go years back in time to 
find similar sentiments. Architect and author Ola Andersson 
writes, in an article for Dagens Nyheter, february 2019:

“That architecture has become an important issue does not 
mean that the debate is held on an advanced level. On the 
contrary. Because we live in the 2010:s, the debate is held 
among gnomes and trolls on the internet. The level of the 
debate is set accordingly.

To call it polarized is no exaggeration. The view of one camp 
is that nothing should be built anywhere, and if it has to 
be built, it ought to look old-fashioned. The other camp, 
conversely, thinks that everything ought to be built every-
where, immediately, and that cultural-historical values are 
not of interest.

Both sides have points. It’s a fact that contemporary Swed-
ish architecture is perfunctory, impersonal, and sloppily 
built. Rarely does it compare to how we used to build.”2

Julia Svensson, chief editor of Arkitektur, writes in 
the third 2019 issue of that magazine:

“What the debate in both of these countries [Sweden 
and England] shows, is that architecture is important 
to people. That aesthetics matter. That’s good news. 
The bad news is that is that something is lacking in 
how these questions are handled.”3

Architecture critic Mark Isitt writes, in a column for Göte-
borgs-Posten titled “Architects must talk openly about 
beauty”, november 2018, that architects presumably dis-
cuss aesthetic issues in their offices, but that:

“That’s not to say architects are free from blame. Around 
us, the prefab elements pile up high, pasted together with 
messy rubber joints, banal  like a Farbror Frej craft project 
[...] And yet, architects rarely protest. They’re reluctant to 
climb the barricades. [...] It’s a culture of silence which has 
persisted for over 50 years.”4
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(Ironically, though, “postmodern” 
architecture seems to me more 
like a late modernist ideology, 
championing symbolism, historical 
reference, and sign-over-form as 
normative ideals.)

Why don’t we? 
Considering how fundamental the question of aesthetics 
is to architecture, and how prone the current debate is 
to historicizing arguments, let’s talk historical big picture 
for a moment. Much of what we think of as the western 
architectural tradition has taken place within a conception 
of the universe as one ruled by (divine) order. Plato’s notion 
of ideal forms, and Pythagoras’ mathematical theorems, 
served as cornerstones in a worldview where everything 
from the movements of celestial bodies to the string-length 
ratios of musical tones manifested a cohesive underlying 

Old times

People build what looks 
good and doesn’t break. 
Compositional and 
constructional insights 
accumulated over time.
Different types of 
columns emerge 
as regional styles.

30-15 BCE

Vitruvius writes down every-
thing there is to know about 
architecture. Places great 
emphasis on symmetry, 
certain proportions, and 
correct ornamentation. 
Establishes in passing 
the trichotomy of 
Commodity, Firmness, and 
Delight (firmitas, utilitas, 
venustas). Also, the different 
columns have genders now?

0s-1100s

Architecture keeps 
happening. Ornamen-
tal and geometric 
conventions are passed 
on and developed.

1100s-1200s (but lingering 
well into the 1500s)

The Gothic. Radical 
advances in engineering 
push the boundaries 
of design. A beauty of sheer 
technical achievements 
(though still guided by 
principles of symmetry, 
proportion and ornamenta-
tion). Somewhat like Dubai 
but made of stones.

1400s to mid-1500s

Renaissance. Vitruvius 
“rediscovered”. Shift 
from craftsmanship 
to draftsmanship; from 
three-dimensional 
tectonics to two-dim-
ensional composition. 
The symbolic import-
ance of the different 
columns gets utterly 
out of hand.

1520s-1600

Mannerism.
 Irreverent, playful 
employment 
of classical forms.

1600s-1700s

Baroque and such. But also: emerging doubt 
in the objective truth of classical rules!

“It is the same in architecture, where there 
are things such as the usual proportions 
between capitals and their columns that 
custom alone makes so agreeable [...] even 
though in themselves they have no beauty 
that must infallibly please us”
Claude Perrault, 1683

“To please the eye one must take away from, 
or add to, the proportions [because percep-
tion is skewed by point of view.]”
Guarino Guarini, 1737

“Albert Durer, Lamozzo, [...] and  some oth-
ers, have not only puzzled mankind with 
a heap of minute unnecessary divisions, but 
also with a strange notion that those divi-
sions are governed by the laws of music [...] 
and by persuading themselves, that similar 
distances in lines belonging to form, would, 
in like manner, delight the eye. The very 
reverse of which has been shewn to be true”
William Hogarth, 1753

1800s

Rapid changes in architectural 
taste. “Battle of the styles”. 
Ironwork and large glass 
surfaces lead to radically new 
types of architecture and/or 
engineering. “Space” challeng-
es “composition” as the mode 
of understanding architectural 
form.

1880s-19somethings

Modernism. Heroic geniuses battle for 
the fate of the world!

“We want to glorify war – the only cure 
for the world – militarism, patriotism, 
the destructive gesture of the anar-
chists, the beautiful ideas which kill, 
and contempt for woman.”
The Futurist Manifesto, 1909

“If we want our culture to rise to 
a higher level, we are obliged, for better 
or for worse, to change our archi-
tecture.[...] We can only do that by 
introducing glass architecture, which 
lets in the light of the sun, the moon, 
and the stars, not merely through a few 
windows, but through every possible 
wall, which will be made entirely 
of glass – of coloured glass.”
Glasarchitektur, 1914

“Why can’t a tree be called Pluplusch, 
and Pluplubasch when it has been 
raining?”
Dada Manifesto, 1916

Late 1900s and beyond

People stop writing 
manifestos, start making 
Pinterest boards. 
Architectural theorists 
debate whether and 
how the modern (and 
postmodern) project 
failed, while practicing 
architects foster their 
own personal brands.

A rough timeline of aesthetic attitudes in western architectural history: (Note: timeline is not to scale)

“My commodities are firm and cause delight.”

One (evolving) ideal Competing ideals Subjective/conditional ideals

harmony.5 Architecture strove for beauty, and this beauty 
was to be achieved through identifying and conforming 
to that ideal order.

As our understanding of the world developed – particularly 
from the age of the enlightenment onwards – these con-
victions became harder to maintain. With the cultural 
upheavals of the industrial revolution and the disillusion-
ment of the first world war, the doubts culminated in 
the modern movement, which rejected the old truths 
to replace them with new.6 Modernism encompassed many 
competing ideologies and conceptions of beauty, though 
as a general rule they were all as convinced of the singular 

truth of their own worldview as any classicist. The modern 
-isms were not inherently anti-aesthetic, but their often 
utopian and politically radical ideas changed the role 
of architecture from (complacently) decorative art 
to active participant in the shaping of society, shifting 
the emphasis from forms to functions and values.7

Over the course of the 20th century, the modernist pas-
sions gradually petered out. The functionalist/international 
style won a pyrrhic victory as many of its cost-efficient 
solutions were adopted as default by the market economy 
while its stylistic purity (and socialist pathos) was largely 
lost.8 Meanwhile, philosophy, the arts, and society in gen-
eral grew less convinced of the virtues of being convinced. 
Post-modernism, post-structuralism, and critical theory 
brought a certain acceptance of uncertainty. This doesn’t 
mean (as some detractors of these theories claim) that 
we now believe everything is relative and truth does not 
exist. But we have grown less convinced of our own ability 
to arrive at the truth, and more aware of the limits of our 

personal perspectives. In contemporary architecture, styles 
and ideologies exist mostly as flavours9, and almost any ap-
proach is acceptable as long as you argue for it well – 
or with charisma. With no universally agreed-upon stand-
ards for what is aesthetically desirable, aesthetic decision-
making is a hard sell. We gravitate toward methods of 
design that can be given (an appearance of) legitimacy 
through diagrams and pithy slogans. Sensory experience 
doesn’t lend itself well to this type of justification.

3Chasing Swans • Introduction



Why should we? 
Mainly because it’s part of our duty. We shape the built 
environment in which people live their lives. In doing so, 
we necessarily impose aesthetic experiences on those 
people, whether or not we craft those experiences in-
tentionally. We ought to acknowledge this power and do 
our best to wield it responsibly. If we strive to create ef-
ficient flows, agreeable indoor climates, functional spaces 
and so on, it seems absurd not to strive to create good 
sensory experiences as well.

It’s a commonly held opinion that a lot of contemporary 
architecture looks bad. If you ask a number of arbitrarily 
selected people (preferably non-architects) what they 
consider to be a beautiful and an ugly building, the majority 
of responses to the former question will probably describe 
something built before 1900, and the majority of responses 
to the latter will almost certainly describe something built 
after 1960. This is, of course, attributable to a number of 
factors. But to deny that the reluctance of the architectural 
community to think about and discuss aesthetics seriously 
has at least something to do with it strikes me as, frankly, 
arrogant.

And let’s adress the elephant in the loggia. There is one 
group of people more than eager to talk about aesthetics 
in architecture: the classic revivalists. When it’s framed as 
a choice between the Vitruvian understanding of beauty 
and no understanding of beauty at all, it’s unsurprising that 
some people gravitate toward the former. If we don’t want 
western traditionalist pastiches to be the only ideal, we 
must provide alternatives.

When contemporary architecture is accused of being ugly, a number of recurring 
arguments tend to be made in architects’ defense. I believe there’s some merit to 
all of them, but not enough to entirely free us from blame.

Architects have limited power. 
Especially in Sweden, architects tend to play a restricted role in the design process. 
Often, our aesthetic influence amounts to little more than applying facade ma-
terials to cost-optimized cuboids.
Then again, the projects most vehemently decried as ugly are often the heroic 
designs of starchitects.

The excellent survives, whereas the mediocre is forgotten. 
Our idea of historical architecture is comprised only of the buildings that were 
built well enough to withstand the test of time, the buildings of artistic merit 
enough to be canonized. Our idea of contemporary architecture includes whatever 
happens to be erected in our vicinity. The comparison is unfair.
Then again, similar attitudes tend to persist in one-to-one comparisons 
between projects of similar ambition. Cowshed defeats garage, cathedral defeats 
shopping mall.

People like what they know. 
Humans are creatures of habit. Our attitudes toward older buildings are skewed 
by personal attachment and nostalgia. The unfamiliar can be perceived 
as threatening.
Then again, humans are also creatures of exploration. We value originality and 
seek out new experiences. Novelty does not guarentee rejection.

What’s wrong with pastiche?

Nothing, if that’s what you’re into. What other consenting adults choose to do 
in the privacy of their architect-client relationship is none of my business. 
The problem occurs when the classical tenets are posited as a universal ideal. 
There is a strong tendency in classicist theory to view western classical archi-
tecture as “more than a style”. To ascribe to it an a priori supremacy as 
the essence of architecture.

The western classical tradition does, of course, contain insights of general value. 
Useful observations have been made about how certain formal properties tend 
to be experienced. But these insights are intertwined with historical accidents, 
context-specific conditions, and habituality – all tied together by a theoretical 
framework that we, as a civilization, have outgrown. We can and should learn 
from architectural history, but that does not oblige us to accept all of its alleged 
truths at face value. Vitruvius might be right in claiming that symmetry relates 
to the human body10 and that people living in northern countries have low-
pitched voices and sluggish intelligence11, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 
that the vertical supporting elements of a temple to a god of the hunt must 
always have astragals one eighth of the trochilus.12 

As architects of today, we have easy access to a cultural vocabulary spanning 
human history across the globe. We have technologies at our disposal for 
drafting and construction beyond the imaginations of our predecessors. We 
have a wealth of  insights and perspectives from demographics traditionally 
barred from intellectual discourse. And perhaps most importantly, we have 
the permissiveness of the postmodern condition. We have, in short, an un-
precedented freedom in the aesthetic experiences we may create. Willingly 
reproducing a familiar style is one legitimate way to use this freedom. But 
to argue that it’s the only legitimate way is absurd. 

(It also bears remarking that the current resurgence of regionalist 
classical revivalism co-incides – probably not coincidentally – 
with the rise of nationalist-identitarian far-right politics. This is 
not to imply that the two are the same. Appreciating porticoes 
does not make one a fascist. But aesthetics don’t exist in a poli-
tical vacuum, either. Architecture plays a not unimportant role in 
the shaping of society. We ought to be mindful of the narratives 
our designs serve and the values their forms embody.)

(The architectural community is still, 
of course, much too homogenous, 
but we have moved a couple of steps 
in the right direction.) Fig. 1: “Det finns alternativ till fyrkantiga lådor.”
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Alright then, let’s talk about aesthetics.

But how?

Theory
In which I read a variety of texts related to the subject 
to get a grip of the discourse. These texts include works 
on aesthetic philosophy and art theory, works on (or from) 
architectural history, and works by contemporary architects 
and/or architecture theorists approaching the topic of ar-
chitecture’s appearance. I then position myself within 
this theoretical framework. This step is followed by

Observation 
In which I visit three existing buildings and study 
the aesthetic experiences they evoke. I systematically break 
down their appearances into constituent parts and 
explicate what each of these parts “do” in terms of the aes-
thetic experience. I accumulate specific observations, while
at the same time developing a cognitive toolset and vocab-
ulary for understanding the nature of formal properties and 
their effects. After this, the final step is the

Design
In which I explore how aesthetic reasoning can inform 
design decisions. I design a small and functionally simple 
structure, while making explicit and documenting the aes-
thetic decisions made along the way. Articulating through 
text and diagrams what each choice aims to achieve 
in terms of aesthetic experience, and how. 

In this thesis, I attempt to examine and articulate aesthetic aspects of architecture, 
from the level of abstract ideologies to that of practical details. The work is divided into three parts:

Through this thesis, I hope to achieve two things:

Primarily, to develop my own adeptness at aesthetic decision-making.
  To anchor my understanding of the subject in a theoretical framework;
  to develop a language of concepts through which to interpret and understand formal properties; and
  to acquire empirical knowledge of the responses various formal properties may evoke.

Secondarily, to inspire others to think critically about their attitude to, and methodology of, aesthetics.
  To call attention to the subject and argue for its importance; and
  to try out methods and make observations, and present this work for others to adopt and apply as useful.
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Part one:

So how can we talk about THEORY?



What about the eye 
of the beholder?
The contemporary reluctance to talk about aesthetics 
appears to stem largely from an assumption that it’s 
something that cannot be talked about. Having progressed 
beyond the belief in universal ideals, and internalized 
the postmodern embracement of multiplicity, we have 
widely adopted an attitude of “anything goes”. Aesthetics 
are subjective. No matter what we design, some people 
will like it and others will not. Best then (the thinking seems 
to be) to simply go with one’s gut, and agree to disagree 
when judgments differ.

This attitude is understandable. Taste varies wildly from 
person to person, and even commonly helds standards shift 
between cultures and over time. Any attempt at a unifying 
theory seems doomed to either be refutable by counter-
example or to be so broad as to end up practically mean-
ingless. And yet, it doesn’t appear to be arbitrary. Taste, 
as observed over a larger population, seems to follow 
at least partially predictable patterns. A tourist in Rome 
is more likely to gape in awe at the Pantheon than 
at the garbage bin across the street. And in declaring some-
thing to be beautiful, doesn’t it feel like a justifiable claim?

But perhaps there’s no need for a single unifying theory. 
The human mind is a complex tangle of diverse impulses 
(biological instincts, social conditioning, personal values...) 
interacting in more and less esoteric ways. Taken as a 
whole, it may be beyond the full grasp of our understand-
ing, but we might nonetheless be able to identify ten-
dencies. I’ve found it most useful to approach the subject in 
a pragmatic manner informed by this view: 

Semantic note: I am here using the “subjective”/”objective” 
dichotomy of terms according to their common, everyday usage; 
as approximately synonymous with “opinion” and “fact”, respec-
tively. They have a subtly different philosophical meaning, 
as “pertaining to the subject” and “pertaining to the object”. 

Notably, Immanuel Kant described beauty as being “inter-
subjective”. According to him, beauty resides in the beholder 
rather than the object beheld, but it necessarily resides in all 
beholders, as a “fact”. If you claim something to be beautiful, 
according to Kant, you are claiming that it corresponds to some-
thing essential in human nature and that all people with reliable 
judgment must agree.  

embracing different (sometimes contradictory) theories 
and arguments to the extent that they each appear 
to enrich my understanding, without viewing any of them 
as infallible or universally applicable. Any assertions I make 
in this thesis are meant to be taken in the same manner. 
As slivers of observational insight – hopefully somewhat 
useful, certainly somewhat wrong.
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How important are good 
aesthetic experiences?
The value of aesthetic qualities tends to be either dismissed 
entirely or elevated above all else. Owing perhaps to 
the enlightenment-romanticism dichotomy pervading much 
western thinking, we view the less quantifiable aspects 
of human life – beauty, religion, love and so on – as essen-
tially different from more quantifiable ones. It’s framed as 
a battle of reason against emotion, and we’re compelled 
to pick a side.

In the case of aesthetics in architecture, this view is mis-
leading. There’s no such thing as functionality for function-
ality’s sake. Even the most coolly rational, meticulously 
computed solutions ultimately serve only to enhance our 
well-being. Climate control, ergonomic design, and opti-
mized flows exist for the sake of our comfort and health. 
Cost-efficient solutions exist to let shareholders boost their 
self-esteem by buying nicer cars. Eco-sustainable tech-
nologies exist to ease our consciences (and maybe, if we’re 
lucky, to slightly mitigate the massive suffering that climate 
change will cause). The worth we assign to these different 
ends depend on our personal values. We may incorporate 
rational methods in our design processes, but the weighing 
and harmonizing of different concerns inescapably involves 
intuition and judgment.

The aesthetic experiences we have in relation to the built 
environment are one more facet of its effect on our well-

Fig. 2: Spatial requirements for frolicking.

What is aesthetically 
“good”?
You might have noticed I mostly avoid the word “beauty”. 
The beautiful is just one category of aesthetic experience, 
albeit the one receiving the most attention. I believe 
different types of aesthetic experience are suitable in 
different contexts, and that as designers we should identify 
and strive for whichever type is appropriate on a case-by-
case basis. Designing a sacred space, one might strive 
for the sublime. For a fetish club, the grotesque might 
be appropriate. And interesting arguments have been made 
for the positive transformative power of the ugly.13 Most 
of the time, I believe buildings ought to strive to be aes-
thetically pleasing, but even then “beauty” may not be 
the best term to use. It’s very broad and undefined 
a concept. An aesthetically pleasing building may be quaint 
or majestic, visionary or modest, rustic or elegant. 

But regardless of the aesthetic intent, I believe thinking 
consciously about the aesthetic consequences of one’s 
design decisions is key to achieving it.

What even are 
aesthetics?
The term has a nebulous cluster of different definitions, 
generally describing it as referring or relating to the nature 
of art, of beauty, and/or of taste. For the purposes of this 
thesis, we can define aesthetics as “the theory of how 
the formal properties of perceived objects elicit emotional 
responses in their perceivers.”

“Aesthetic properties” or “formal properties” refer in this 
thesis to the perceptible traits of buildings or other objects 
as experienced through sensory stimuli; the colours we see, 
the textures we touch, and so on. They are defined 
as distinct (though not fully extricable from) properties 
judged through other faculties, such as the functional or 
the moral.

“Aesthetic experience” refers here to the event of per-
ceiving formal properties and experiencing emotions 
evoked by this perception, such as seeing a colour 
and finding it soothing, or touching a texture and finding 
it crude.

being, neither more nor less. When conflicts arise between 
aesthetic and other concerns – between “form” and 
“function” – we shouldn’t reflexively go with one or 
the other. Rather, we ought to apply our best judgment and 
strive for the best solutions on a case-by-case basis. 
Is it worthwhile to have an elegant staircase that now and 
then causes its users to stub their toes? It might be, 
or it might not.

And then, there are some aesthetic experiences that transcend definitions.
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What is the essence 
of architecture as 
an aesthetic medium?
In the discourse on architectural aesthetics, the perhaps 
most fundamental question is how the “essence” of archi-
tecture as an aesthetic medium relates to the utility 
of building.

Immanuel Kant (who more or less founded modern aes-
thetic theory) defines the beautiful as distinct from 
the pleasant and the good mainly by virtue of its 
contemplative nature. We desire the pleasant and 
the good, but the beautiful is that which we regard with 
disinterested appreciation. As a consequence, he states 
that objects of pure beauty must by definition be useless. 
As soon as our judgment is affected by concepts, like 
purpose, the beauty is tainted. The decorative arts 
– and architecture among them – can according to Kant 
only ever aspire to an impure type of beauty.14

Classical architecture largely consigned itself to a Kant-
friendly role as a decorative art of arrangement and orna-
mentation; pushing proportions to their nearest approved 
ratios and encrusting walls with semantically appropriate 
imagery. Roger Scruton – the most influential old geezer 
of 20th century architectural theory – claims that “perhaps 
the most important feature of architecture [...] is its 
continuity with the decorative arts. [...] Even when archi-
tects have a definite ‘aesthetic’ purpose, it may not be 
more than a desire that their work should ‘look right’ in just 
the way that tables and chairs, the lay of places at a table, 
the folds in a napkin, an arrangement of books, may ‘look 

right’ to the casual observer.”15

In the ecstatic bewilderment of early modernism, some 
treated architecture as a freely expressive medium, most 
prominently those later described as expressionists. 
Scruton derides expressionist architecture (exemplified 
by Antoni Gaudí’s Church of Colònia Güell) as decoration 
assuming an unwonted autonomy, resulting in a structure 
that is not so much a building as a sculpture that merely 
happens to be inhabitable.16 Even if one disagrees with his 
confinement of decoration (which I do) and admires 
the work of the like of Gaudí (look at that church – it’s 
incredible!), there is undeniably something awkward and 
unresolved about expressionist architecture. In the pursuit 
of pure form, function becomes something to begrudgingly 
accommodate. The architect is a sculptor with a handicap. 
It’s probably not a coincidence that much expressionist 
architecture was never meant to be built.17 

Beyond expressionism, modernism was heavily informed 
by the concept of “space” as the essence of architectural 
form. A notion arguably originating in Gottfried Semper’s 
idea of the textile room-divider as one of the four arche-
typal elements of architecture,18 and certainly cemented 
by Siegfried Giedeon.19 While it is a very useful lens through 
which to understand architecture, it does not in itself 
respond to the question of function. As such, the problems 
of expressionism recur in the architecture of space 
in general. Even in its more restrained incarnations, 
modernist form often appears designed to be perceived 
on its own, uncontaminated by use and inhabitation. 
I’d hardly be the first to point out20, 21 the eerie lifelessness 
which pervades much architectural photography. There are 
also many modes of architectural expression that aren’t 
particularly spatial, such as the phenomenal qualities of 
colour and texture or the meanings of semantic form.

Functionalism –  or at least some brands of it –  strove to 
reconcile the form-function conflict by positing beauty as 
a consequence of utility. Regarding beauty as desirable, 
but impossible to pursue in isolation. Form, in this view, 
becomes aesthetically appealing by aptly corresponding 
to function.�� Variations on this theme can be found in 
brutalism (beauty emerges from structural honesty), 
high-tech architecture (technical systems as ornament-
ation), and, arguably, in gothic architecture. The underlying 
insight is a valuable one. But the inherent ambiguity 
of “function” as a concept, and the existence of impractical 
but appealing designs, renders functionalism unconvincing 
as a universal, unifying theory.

The most persuasive – and beautiful – explanation I’ve 
encountered of architecture’s aesthetic “essence” is one 
suggested by Edward Winters at the end of his book 
Aesthetics & Architecture.�3 He proposes that what sets 
architecture apart from other artforms is that it “most 
naturally encapsulates [...] a form of life”. To find a building 
aesthetically appealing as architecture is to be attracted, 
in some way, to a form of life it embodies. This theory is 
flexible enough to accomodate any number of particular 
accidents of taste. One might enjoy a classical palace for 
the sense of dignity and heritage it instills, an expressionist 
opera hall for its resonant passion, or a functionalist villa 
for its air of intellectual clarity. At the same time, 
the theory is precise enough to be meaningful, providing 
a lens for understanding where our preferences originate. 
It transforms what Kant saw as an impurity into our 
greatest artistic asset: the form of life is to the architect 
what mass is to the sculptor and language is to the writer.

And finally, it re-frames the aesthetic aims of architecture 
into something at once grander and more humble than 

the heroic object-making often associated with the pro-
fession. To envelop, rather than to impose. Architecture 
should offer itself, when appropriate, to the inhabitants’ 
aesthetic perception, like a meal offers itself to our sense 
of taste. But it should also know when to cede attention; 
know how to tastefully frame a seaside view, how to jovially 
accommodate a poker night, or how to compassionately 
enfold a melancholy 45-minute shower. 

Is the “essence of the medium” 
even a useful concept?
It’s not an unassailable or ideologically innocent one. The modernist idea
of “medium specificity”, as popularized by Clement Greenberg, holds 
that “Each art had to determine, through the operations peculiar 
to itself, the effects peculiar and exclusive to itself. By doing this each art 
would, to be sure, narrow its area of competence, but at the same time 
it would make its possession of this area all the more secure.”24 With 
the advent of postmodernism, this ideal of cultivating the features 
unique to each medium was challenged. Greenberg’s own student, 
Rosalind Krauss, writes that “For, within the situation of post-modern-
ism, practice is not defined in relation to a given medium [...] but rather 
in relation to the logical operations on a set of cultural terms, for which 
any medium – photography, books, lines on walls, mirrors, or sculpture 
itself – might be used.”25 

This shift in attitude appears, to me, a healthy one. Medium specificity, 
if elevated to norm, seems like a needless self-imposed limitation. 
That said: if one accepts the division of arts as a useful (if not necessarily 
immutable) set of distinctions – which, if one accepts the usage of terms 
such as “architecture” and “painting” as valid, one presumably does – 
recognizing the properties inherent to a given art appears to be useful 
in informing its practice.

Fig. 3: This thing.

Side note: Kant recounts an anecdote in which a “civilized man” 
and a “savage” together approach a country house. The “civilized 
man” recognizes its features as windows, chimneys and so on, 
which convey to him ideas of warmth and shelter. The “savage”, 
on the other hand, perceives only abstract form. Free of con-
cepts, the “savage” is able to experience the house as an object 
of pure beauty, an experience forever unattainable to 
the “civilized man”.  

Namely, that our perception of an object is affected by factors 
beyond the formal properties as such. 

Form does not exist in a vacuum.
Our aesthetic experience is to at least some degree a primitive 
response to the stimuli hitting our senses, but we interpret 
it through a lens of cognitive understanding. The same archi-
tectural forms may appear to us differently depending on (our 
understanding of) such things as their functionality, their cultural 
context, their semantic content, the authorial intents behind 
them, or the methods of their construction.
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Fig. 4-6: forms of life
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For one thing, we talk about:

Phenomenology 
and Atmospheres
Phenomenology is a branch of philosophy founded at the begin-
ning of the 20th century by Edmund Husserl, who found the de-
tached outsider’s perspective of earlier philosophy problematic 
and attempted instead to build a philosophical understanding of 
the world based on the experience of being a human within it. 
His student Martin Heidegger built on his work and developed 
a dense philosophical terminology based largely on abstruse 
German puns. 

In the 1970s and ‘80s, Christian Norberg-Schulz imported (prima-
rily Heideggerian) phenomenology into the realm of architecture 
and mixed it with Gestalt theory and the urbanism of Kevin Lynch 
to develop a theoretical understanding of how place is experi-
enced. Norberg-Schulz posits that “all places have character, 
and that character is the basic mode in which the world is 
“given”26 and goes on to discuss how the character of a place 
emerges from its particular properties, through a vocabulary 
of symbol-laden italicized nouns; dwelling, domain, enclosure, 
path, order, and so on. He is less concerned with the individual 
building than by the larger landscape, be it natural or urban. 
One of his central concepts, and perhaps the most influental one, 
is that of the genius loci, the “spirit of the place”; the particular 
quality of a given place as emerging its landscape, its daylight, 
its cultural connotations and so on. His aim is not just descriptive 
but prescriptive. The text claims that the ability to orientate our-
selves, to know where we are to and to identify ourselves with 
the environment is a basic human need27 one that modern and 
postwar architecture has largely failed to satisfy. He advocates 
for an architecture that preserves the character of the place, 
through adaptation to its specific conditions and creative adher-
ence to local motifs.

More recently, a phenomenological understanding of architec-
ture has reemerged through Juhani Pallasmaa, though he draws 
less from Heidegger and more from Maurice My-Little-Pony. 
He criticizes contemporary architecture as detached, conceptual 
and overly intellectualized, tying this to an “ocularcentric” 
Cartesian worldview.28  As the existentially necessary alternative 
to this, he calls for an architecture that reinforces our sense 
of being-in-the-world by engaging all the senses (particularly 
the sense of touch), for comprehensible tectonic languages, and 
for a sense of cultural and historical continuity in design. Though 
both Norberg-Schulz and Pallasmaa criticize modern and con-
temporary architecture, regard works of vernacular architecture 
as positive examples, and value historical continuity, it’s worth 
noting that neither of them advocate direct imitation of pre-
modern forms.

A related notion is that of Atmospheres, as described by Peter 
Zumthor in a 2003 lecture. To him, architectural quality is defined 
as the ability of a space to move its beholder, through a first 
impression as perceived through their emotional sensibilities. 
The atmosphere of a space is the quality of this immediate 
impression. Through a process of introspection, Zumthor has 
identified twelve component concepts key to his experience of 
architectural atmosphere. They are presented as personal in-
sights rather than universal answers, though he claims that 
the first nine have an objective side to them. These are: the way 
light falls, the soundscapes, the temperature (literal and psycho-
logical), the composition of materials, the inside-outside relation-
ship, the scattering of objects by inhabitants, the relationship 
of massing and proportions to the body of the perceiver, 
the sequential experience of movement between spaces, and 
the arrangement of structural elements into a cohesive bodily 
mass. The final three are presented as appendices of more purely 
personal nature: the architecture as backdrop to human life, 
the coherence of place, use, and form, and finally the (mainly 
visual) beauty of the whole when regarded as object.29

Due to an irrational fear of starchitects , I’ve been shamefully 
ignorant of Zumthor’s discussion of Atmospheres. I encountered 
it only near the end of this project, and was both embarrassed 
and happy to discover he’d done much of what I’m trying to do 
– albeit in a more practical, less academic manner and grounded 
in a lifetime of architectural experience. His thorough, intro-
spective examination of aesthetic experiences appears to have 
yielded insights of value, for himself and for those who’ve heard 
or read him, including me. Parts of this thesis appear retro-
actively derivative, but also legitimized by precedent. Examining 
one’s own aesthetic sensibilities is a worthwhile thing to do 
for any architect, and sharing our observations enriches our
ur collective understanding.

As for phenomenology, i find it to be among the worst schools 
of philosophy but the best schools of architecture. As we work 
mostly through flat mediums of representation, our understand-
ing of architecture is disproportionately shaped by images and 
diagrams. Better understanding how architecture is experienced 
through bodily presence can only improve our ability to design 
well. That said, I think Norberg-Schulz’ and Pallasmaa’s ideas 
of human nature and the environments to which it is suited are 
somewhat reductive. We are creatures capable of a great many 
different demeanours, not all of which desire rootedness and 
autheticity. Sometimes, a hot pink leopard-print polyester carpet 
might be just what you need.

Architecture, experienced phenomenologically.

Side note: I attended a lecture by Pallasmaa last year. 
Near the end, he was asked what advice he would give 
to his audience of architects-to-be, and he replied that 
one should always surround oneself with books. 
“Never go to bed,” he said, “without having at least 
three books on your nightstand.” Good advice so far.

He then added: “You don’t even need to read them. 
As long as they’re there, you will magically absorb the 
knowledge.”

The ensuing laughter of recognition and relief will haunt 
me until the day I die.

Side note: If any of these authors cared what some student in 
Stockholm wrote about them, they would probably object 
to my categorizing their theories as “aesthetic”. Norberg-Schulz 
acknowledges the concept of aesthetics, but seems to regard 
aesthetic appreciation as a comparatively unimportant aspect 
of a more existentially primal “sense of place”. Pallasmaa 
criticizes what he perceives as a culture of image-centrism and 
an “aestheticized lifestyle”30 Zumthor speaks positively of beauty, 
but uses the word “aesthetics” exactly once during the lecture 
– to distance himself from aesthetic theory.

Not to be confused with the animated show 
Merleau-Ponty: Friendship is Magic.

When architects talk about aesthetics, what do we talk about?
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For another, we talk about:

Digital and postdigital form
The radical possibilities opened up by digital processes such 
as parametric design and topological surface modeling have 
inevitably had an impact on architectural discourse. One of 
the first and most prominent architects discussing the conse-
quences of CAD software on architectural form is Greg Lynn, 
who in his 1997 work Animate Form champions a new 
“ethics of motion” as opposed to (an outdated) one of “statics”. 
He describes as the aesthetic consequences a shift from volumes 
defined by cartesian coordinates to topological surfaces defined 
by vector coordinates, a predominance of deformation and 
transformation techniques31, as well as a less representational 
and more abstract origin for design. He also predicts a move 
away from optical, contemplative aesthetic experience to 
dynamic-temporal experience through performance.3�

Two decades later, the discipline of architecture has mostly 
gotten the blobs out of its system. Under the label of “post-
digitality”, Ellie Abrons and Adam Fure explore the aesthetics of 
a societal condition where the digital has lost its novelty, grown 
ubiquitous and become difficult or impossible to extricate from 
the “real”. The postdigital aesthetics of Abrons and Fure aim 
to reveal the “grain” of digital design, to draw attention to 
the aesthetic side-effects of computational processes we gener-
ally use without questioning or even understanding. What hap-
pens, for example, when the surface texture of a rock is trans-
lated into a 2D texture map applied to a 3D mesh? By critically 
examining and manipulating these processes Abrons and Fure 
create – or rather, reveal – new types of materiality.33

Reading Lynn, it’s striking how much he writes about how his 
designs are generated and how little he writes about why. Which 
I perceive as symptomatic of a tendency in “blobitecture” as 

Fig. 7: Which is the real one?

We don’t really talk about:

The Zeitgeist
But it’s enough of a thing to warrant a mention. 

The notion that architecture must embody the spirit of its age 
was a core concept in early modernist rhetoric. It’s true that 
(our understanding of) the historical context in which a build-
ing was built is one of the many factors affecting our perception 
– which is why, for example, pastiches tend to be viewed as uglier 
than genuine old works. As architects, we ought to be mindful 
of the historical context in which we are working, and how our 
work relates to it. But to claim that the only right way to relate 
to the contemporary is conformity would be reductive. 
Thankfully, nobody really seems to argue that this is the case. 
From what I can tell, the idea fell out of favour when modernism 
did, and the zeitgeist now mostly just exists as a revivalist 
bogeyman.

a general style; the enamorment with novelty for novelty’s sake. 
These first few decades of enthusiastically boundary-pushing 
computation-driven design are, I believe, an uncomfortable 
but necessary transitional phase, its buildings destined to 
become awkward if vaguely charming historical artefacts. 

The work of Abrons and Fure and their likes, while still pre-
occupied with exploring what digital forms even are, seem 
to signify a promising step toward reflection and intentionality. 
The questions they explore are not the questions I want to ex-
plore, but they’re interesting questions well worth exploring. 
I look forward to the aesthetic experiences that will be made 
possible once digital tools have lost their last shred of novelty 
and been fully consolidated into the general cultural vocabulary 
of forms. When the choice between wooden grain and lo-res 
mesh is one of tactile qualities alone.

When architects talk about aesthetics, what do we talk about?
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We also talk about:

The Anti-Aesthetic, Contingency
and Participatory Design
The anti-aesthetic, as defined in the 1983 collection of essays 
bearing that name, is a strand of postmodern thought that 
questions the (allegedly) dominant conception of aesthetics in 
general and the aesthetic values of modernism in general. Chal-
lenging the idea that aesthetic experience exists “apart” – out-
side politics, beyond history – it argues that the conventions of 
culture are inseparably complicit in a hegemonic political order. 
It champions practices of aesthetic interference as a tool 
of resistance.34 The only architect among the authors of this text 
is Kenneth Frampton, whose essay (Towards a Critical Regional-
ism) is concerned with regional specificity. He argues for 
an architecture that cultivates and preserves local identities 
against the homogenizing tendencies of international modern-
ism, by drawing inspiration from such things as the light, 
the tectonic traditions or the topography of a particular site. 
But, importantly, without devolving into a reactionary romantici-
zation of vernacular forms.35 Through the collection of essays, art 
in general and its various media are discussed through a number 
of other critical lenses, most prominently perhaps feminist and 
post-structuralist discourse.

A more recent work dealing more exclusively with architecture 
is Architecture Depends, by Jeremy Till. While not adopting 
the label of anti-aesthetic, it attacks the idea of the architect 
as autonomous form-maker in control of the architectural object. 
The central concept of the book is contingency, referring to all 
the complexities and uncertainties with which architecture must 
engage in reality. Till argues that pervasive aesthetic ideals of 
beauty, order and purity – from Vitruvius all the way through 
high modernism – carry nonbenign implications of political 

Edward Winters concludes his 
discussion of the aesthetics 
of encapsulating forms of life with 
a description of one building he 
considers aesthetically excellent. 
Re-reading parts of the book near 
the end of the project, I realized
 that this building is, in fact, 
the house designed by Sarah 
Wigglesworth and Jeremy Till 
for themselves. It’s like discovering 
that your best friend’s best friend 
is your other best friend!

exclusion and control.36 The “visual noise” of architectural post-
modernism, meanwhile, he dismisses as decadent diversions that 
did little to address the social issues underlying the failures 
of modernism.37 In confronting the alleged ethical failings of ar-
chitecture, he claims that a conflation of ethics with aesthetics 
is partly to blame; that architects believe beauty leads to an ethi-
cal society and vice versa, or that “honest” tectonic expression 
is a moral good. Thereby, Till argues, architects reduce ethics 
to a matter of making beautiful things and avoid any real moral 
responsibility for the consequences of their work. His aim is not 
to dismiss the role of aesthetics, nor to disrupt it through 
the intentional use of “bad taste”, but rather to reduce its relative 
importance.38 At one point, Till rhetorically raises the question of 
what the architecture he champions actually looks like, which he 
then very deliberately avoids answering.

A logical endpoint to this dethronement of the architect as auton-
omous taste-maker can be found in participatory design, a con-
cept exemplarily discussed (and practiced) by Susanne Hofmann. 
Notably, she actively embraces the aesthetic as a vital aspect 
of architecture. The notion of Atmospheres (which she claims 
“can be seen as the basic concept of a new aesthetic”39 is core 
to the design strategies of her office Die Baupiloten. But 
the power of determining the atmosphere of a given project is, 
crucially, relinquished from the architect to other stakeholders, 
particularly the users. The first steps in the design process 
as described by Hofmann consist of workshops where the users’ 
wishes regarding atmospheric qualities are communicated 
and negotiated through fairly abstract means such as collages, 
atmospheric models or collections of adjectives. The users’ wish-
es are brought together into a narrative of spatial atmospheric 
qualities. This becomes an abstract architectural concept, which 
is the basis for the architectural design.40 The role of the architect 
is to act as mediator to the collective creation of an aesthetic 
vision, and to apply their design competencies in making that 
aesthetic vision real. But the vision itself is out of their hands.

Being staunchly pro-aesthetic, one might think I’d consider these 
anti-aesthetics my primary enemies. On the contrary. Their clear 
and thoughtful discussion of the role of aesthetics is exemplary, 
and I find myself agreeing with much of it. The writing of Till, 
in particular, is among my most rewarding takeaways from this 
project, though much of it lies beyond the scope of the subject 
at hand.

The appearance of architectural works is important and deserves 
conscious attention, but one must also understand the role, 
implications, and limits of form in the greater context. Again, 
appearance is never ideologically innocent, and as designers we 
must be mindful of the values embodied by the forms we create. 
At the same time, good form does not equal good architecture. 
Creating favourable environments is a massively complex task 
that includes but is not limited to crafting good aesthetic experi-
ences. We must recognize when the latter comes at the expense 
of the former, and set our artistic egos aside when that is 
the case. We would also do well to care much less about appear-
ance than we currently do when it comes to everything beyond 
the actual built environments. We’re an excessively image-centric 
discipline, all too eager to embrace bad ideas conveyed through 
pretty graphics.

I also believe the concept of contingency has great aesthetic po-
tential, which Till (intentionally) undersells. Acknowledging 
the aesthetic effects of contingencies – the reconciliation of 
different contributors’ inputs on design, the appropriation of 
a space by its users, the changes affecting a structure over time, 
and so on – is not just a matter of anticipating and minimizing 
their negative effects, but also of being receptive to and em-
bracing their positive ones. This scene, encountered by the side 
of the road while visiting the site of my design, may be the most 
memorable sculptural artwork I’ve seen.

When it comes to participatory design, I’m torn. There are 
certainly cases where they’re the most appropriate approach, 
but they seem too unwieldy to be elevated to general norm. 
As a member of the general public, I would rather encounter 
twenty ugly buildings than participate in twenty moodboarding 
workshops. Ideally, architects should have conditional power 
to shape the built environment, similarly to how fashion design-
ers shape our clothes and elected politicians shape policy. 
The problem, of course, is that whereas the influence of fashion 
designers and politicians is determined by individuals (consumers 
and voters), the influence of architects is determined largely 
by the building industry. For our power of taste-making to 
be justified, we ought to become less dependent on clients 
and more on users. And how such a change might be brought 
about – I have no idea.

When architects talk about aesthetics, what do we talk about?
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Part two:

So how can we talk about OBSERVATION?



I have selected three existing 
works of architecture to observe: 

Why these three 
in particular?
I started out compiling a list of the buildings I immediately 
think of when I think of aesthetically pleasing architecture. 
I narrowed it down to buildings of a scale and complexity 
suited to a weeklong analysis, and to buildings located 
within a reasonable travelling distance. From the remaining 
contenders, I chose the three that differed the most in 
form, type, and context. That way, my observations would 
go beyond mere personal affinity for particular traits.

Their common denominator is that I intuitively experience 
them as aesthetically pleasing. The analysis aims to pick 
apart and understand that experience. 

Why my experience?
Because it’s the best source of qualitative data available 
to me. I can observe phenomena in my own mind with 
greater nuance and clarity than I could phenomena in 
the minds of others. Claims based on such observations 
are, of course, not true for everyone. But (despite what 
my mom says), I’m not special. I trust that my experiences 
resemble those of others enough to be useful. 

Had I gone for a more quantitative approach (say, handing 
out questionnaires), the results might’ve been somewhat 
more reliable, but shallower and less interesting. More 
importantly, architects are not statisticians. Gathering and 
interpreting data from large groups of people is a craft that 
is not part of an architect’s competency. Building my thesis 
around a method we don’t (and needn’t) master would 
be presumptuous and counterproductive.

I did, however, bring along other people 
and ask them to provide brief descriptions of their aes-
thetic experiences. Their accounts serve not to establish 
an “average” taste, but to provide a point of qualitative 
comparison. As case studies of how aesthetic experience 
may overlap and differ between individuals. 

These are six different people, two for each of the three 
works. They vary in age, gender, and occupation. None 
of them are architects or students of architecture. Their 
accounts are completely independent of my analyses, 
as well as each other. We did not discuss our respective 
aesthetic experiences before I received their texts, and I did 
not receive their texts until after I had finished my analyses.

Landsorts Fyr,
which is a lighthouse located on the island Öja outside 
Nynäshamn, at the extreme south of the Stockholm 
archipelago. The original tower was constructed in 
the 1670s, designed by architect Johan Albinus. It has since 
been altered and renovated multiple times. Most signifi-
cantly in 1870, when it was extended with a steel cupola. 

Nimis, 
which is a large artwork straddling the line between archi-
tecture and sculpture, located in Kullaberg’s nature reserve 
outside Helsingborg. The artist Lars Vilks began construct-
ing in in 1980, and has been continuously building 
and rebuilding it since.

and Bergshamra Kyrka
which is a church located in the centre of the Bergshamra 
suburb outside Stockholm. It was built in 1962, designed by 
architect Georg Varhelyi.
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For example:

Line - Form - Space
Crane, Walter, Line & form, George Bell & Sons, London, 1900

Line - Direction - Shape - Size - Texture - Value - Colour
Graves, Maitland, The art of color and design, 2. ed., McGraw-Hill, 
New York, 1951

Line - Shape - Forms - Space - Colour - Texture
An art museum handout for visiting schoolchildren

The “chapters” of Zumthors talk on Atmospheres 
breaks down the aesthetic experience of architecture 
in a similar way, and I would have drawn inspiration from 
them if I’d encountered them soon enough to do so. 

There is a difference, though. His categories are complex 
sources of mood rather than primitive properties, 
and act as tools for designing a certain type of architectural 
experiences rather than for analyzing architectural 
experiences in general.

How to observe?
(Based on the conclusions of the 
theory part.)
To reiterate: I don’t think any aesthetic theory can claim 
universal validity. I don’t analyze these buildings through 
the lens of any preconceived notion of how they “should” 
appear, such as how aptly their form corresponds to func-
tion, or how they channel the spirit of the place. Rather, 
I observe the aesthetic experiences as they are and attempt 
to identify their causes a posteriori. 

I haven’t found any convincing established method of 
aesthetic analysis for architecture, at least none that don’t 
presuppose a classicist theoretical framework. The arts 
in general and visual arts in particular have, however, been 
broken down into various (often overlapping) sets of formal 
properties, for the purposes of reasoning and analysis in 
a post-classical context. I don’t believe such a division is 
the only possible way to meaningfully discuss the subject, 
and I doubt that any particular set of properties can lay 
claim to being the one “true” way to break down the arts. 
That said, they seem like a useful point of departure. 
A method as good as any of breaking down the whole of 
an aesthetic experience into manageable chunks. I have 
therefore tried to come up with a set of formal properties 
applicable to the field of architecture.

These properties are:

Axiality Proportions
Mass/void

I originally conceived this 
category as Mass/void, 
i.e. stereotomy. During 
the observations of both 
Landsorts Fyr and Nimis, 
I found it more fruitful 
to think in terms of 
the and/or relationship 
between stereotomic 
and tectonic modes 
of expression.

Light/shadowAngles/curves Colours

Colours and textures were 
initially posited as separate 
categories. Observing 
Landsorts Fyr, I found 
them to be so intimately 
tied to one another that 
they work better as 
a single category.

During the observations 
of Landsorts Fyr, I found 
that the relationship 
to the site was such 
an important aspect 
of the aesthetic experi-
ence that it warranted 
an additional category. 

Methodological note

The original plan was to test and qualify my judgements in this section 
by altering the properties described. For example: I claim that the 5:3 
height distribution of Landsorts Fyr establishes a bulk-crown relation-
ship. I would then draw a sequence of elevations where this ratio is 
gradually shifted up and down, demonstrating how proportionally 
shrinking the cupola causes it to change character from crown to cap 
(5:1) to roof (7:1) while maintaining a reasonable-looking architectural 
hierarchy, whereas proportionally growing the cupola causes it at first 
to appear discomforting or comical (1:1-3:5) and then to reassert itself 
(1:3) as the new bulk of the tower resting on a cylindrical pediment.

After trying this method, I found it to be pretty useless. As the options 
for which properties and property-relationships to alter and the range/
frequency of alterations are limitless (the only truly exhaustive demon-
stration would be a chart of all the possible configurations of matter 
in space that could ever exist), the curation is necessarily subjective. 
I understood this before starting, of course, but expected that intuitively 
“reasonable” choices and ranges would present themselves. In practice, 
the exercise seemed unjustifiably ad hoc and arbitrary, and any insights 
gained were of little interest. 

It might be useful for a study of significantly narrower scope; say, 
a project dealing exclusively with the aesthetic effects of differently 
pitched roofs. In my current analysis, though, I’m better off dropping 
the pretention of generalized systematization and adopting a more 
qualitative, phenomenological approach.

I do not claim that these are the universal building blocks 
of architectural aesthetics or anything along those lines. 
They are simply the most useful lenses I managed to come 
up with based on my theoretical framework within the time 
available. As you can see, I also found myself adapting them 
upon trying them out in practice.
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The circular plan imposes a radial logic 
on all other facets of the building’s design, 
and its inhabitants. Elements are not under-
stood as oriented along lines, over areas, 
or in space, but rather as revolving around 
a single vertical axis. “Forwards-backwards” 
and “Right-left” are replaced by “inwards-
outwards” and “clockwise-counterclock-
wise”. This logic alters the vocabulary 
of forms perceived as reasonable. Helices 
and isosceles triangles – which in an 
orthogonal space might be perceived 
as eccentric – here appear perfectly ratio-
nal. Three rectangular auxiliary rooms 
(a workshop in the cupola, a storage space 
and a sector light in the tower) inserted 
in the interior, meanwhile, stick out as 
awkward and dissonant.

The building has several groups of elements 
evenly distributed around the circle. Some 
divide it into four 90°-wedges, some into 
six 60°-wedges, some into further fractions 
of either one. The windows facing three 
directions and entrance facing the fourth 
fall into the former system, as do a set 
of eight tie rods about halfway up the tow-
er. A set of twelve beams near the top fall 
into the latter system, along with the five-
plus-one dormers and exit of the cupola’s 
cone, and the dodecagonic lantern. No 
elements, from what I could tell, divide 
the circle into fifths or sevenths. 

These two systems have different aesthetic 
properties. A division of fourths and eights 
is essentially orthogonal. It can act as 
a bridge between radial and rectilinear 
logic, and it inherits some of the “dryness” 
of the cartesian grid. A division of sixths 
and twelfths embodies a more purely tri-
angular harmony, 60° being the angle of 
equilateral triangles. 

In the visually busy interior of the tower, 
these two systems clash somewhat and 
evoke a sense of disharmony. Externally, 
however, they’re quite elegantly reconciled. 
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The layout of Nimis does not obey any strict 
geometric logic. It’s a cellular pattern of 
nodes and connective strands, spreading 
according to the intuition of the artist and 
the topography of the beach. Considering 
that it is the work of a lone, presumably 
conscious artist, the work is remarkably 
faithful to its own seemingly mindless 
morphology. No part is built with a mark-
edly different technique or expression. 
The organic logic enforces the impression 
that the structure is a living thing rather 
than an artefact. It also appears to be 
in a state of flux; able to to grow or contract 
without fundamentally changing character. 
As, indeed, it does. The artist regularly 
returns to add more pieces, and parts are 
occasionally destroyed or burnt down.

The towers at the back of the beach form 
a center of mass, tied together by multiple 
connective bridges/tunnels. One can easily 
imagine them interconnecting further and 
consolidating ground to grow into a single 
blob. Three smaller, free-standing nodes 
further down the beach appear as spores, 
taking root to later grow into the whole. 
In reality, they’re probably just built to 
balance the composition. They appear more 
as sculptural objects than the foundations 
of tower walls.

The logic of Bergshamra Kyrka’s plan is 
asymmetric and strictly orthogonal. 
The lower floor can be conceived as 
a looping hallway running around 
the central stairway, and encircled by 
a series of pragmatically distributed rooms. 
Parlour and office toward the south/south-
west, with access to daylight. Bathrooms, 
kitchen and maintenance spaces toward 
the north and east, largely below ground. 
The main floor can be viewed as two paral-
lel strips running along an east-western axis.
The rectangle of the worship hall takes up 
the majority of the floor, while the sacristy, 
circulation, brides room and emergency exit 
are lined up in a secondary strip along 
its side, with the gallery on top. The worship 
hall itself is fairly symmetrical in floor plan, 
but starkly asymmetrical as an architectural 
space. The gallery along the north side 
shifts the perceived centre of mass, as does 
the fact that the worship hall is entered 
from that same side. The internal space 
“leaks” or “bulges” out in that direction, 
extending both over the gallery and into 
the nooks for the sacristy and emergency 
exit. The south wall, in contrast, is un-
compromisingly straight but feature almost 
all of the space’s window area, and thanks 
to the slanted ceiling boasts the tallest 
height.

The lower floor and northern portion of 
the main floor present themselves as in-
offensively functional. A reasonable layout 
of rectangular rooms that can intuitively 
be grasped and navigated. Their axiality 
elicits no strong emotional response, and 
it doesn’t really need or intend to do so.
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The worship hall, however, is a powerful 
remix of the traditional church interior. 
If (as the etymology suggests) a nave is like 
a ship, then a wave has smashed through 
the starboard hull of this one and battered 
the port hull out of shape from inside. 
The congregation sit facing the altar 
in the east, as is conventional, but are 
T-boned by southern light. The neatness 
and harmony of symmetrical composition 
have been sacrificed in favour of a more 
sublime sense of disruption. An appropriate 
tradeoff for a sacred space. 

The internal beams and tie rods connect 
to anchor plates, visible as little red dots 
on the othewise mostly uninterrupted white 
plaster. The lower set is misaligned with 
the upper set, but both align with a circle 
of twenty-four brackets along the base 
of the cupola.

Circles and regular polygons as extruded 
plans, occupy a peculiar aesthetic territory. 
Buildings that utilize them – circus tents, 
adobe huts, gazebos, and lighthouses such 
as Landsorts fyr  – all have a certain “feel” 
in common. I think this is partly associ-
ative and tied to function. Such plans imply 
either that form has taken precedence over 
function, or that the functions facilitated 
are singular and basic enough to generate 
such simple forms: to descend a stairwell, 
to gather in a circle, nothing more. They 
represent a departure from the mundane, 
(largely orthogonal) asymmetries of daily 
life, taking on an almost ceremonial 
significance. 

Function aside, these primitive regular 
geometries invoke something of the eternal, 
something of the platonic ideals. They 
radiate a primordial self-evidence that is 
at once re-assuring and somewhat eerie. 
Peaceful and dependable, but at the same 
time enigmatic and indifferent. Their regu-
larity also implies perfection and self-
containment. No changes can be made 
to the shapes without “breaking” them 
(as in the case of the auxiliary rooms), 
adding to the sense of impenetrability. 
Any objects in the surrounding area must 
either orient themselves around such 
a building’s vertical axis – submitting to its 
authority – or isolate themselves from it, 
rendering it even more alien.

These qualities of the extruded circular plan 
(and dodecagonic roof lantern) reinforce 
the monolithic stature of the Landsorts fyr, 
complementing the symbolic richness of 
lighthouse as typology and the dignity lent 
by its age. 
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From outside, the building is perceived 
as practically solid. The facade consists 
mostly of one heavy, contiguous mass 
articulating no particular organization 
of interior spaces, and the windows reveal 
next to nothing. This perceived massivity 
lends the building great poise. The absence 
of articulated tectonic complexity appears 
blunt but unpretentious. Like monk’s robes 
– explicitly designed to be plain and un-
fashionable – the unselfconsciousness 
radiates a sympathetic, timeless dignity.

The lantern, in contrast, appears light and 
practically dainty. The railings and dormers 
lend a somewhat filigree appearance to 
the lower part of the cupola as well, estab-
lishing a three-step vertical hierarchy from 
heavy to light, from bare to eloquent, from 
monolithic to intricate.

The massive outer wall, nearly two metres 
thick at the base, evokes a strong sense 
of stereotomic space. The lighthouse ori-
ginally had three intermediate wooden 
floors, resting on ledges along the wall. 
The floors are gone, but the wall retains 
the shape built to support them, describing 
a telescoping cylinder of space that widens 
as one ascends. The effect is interesting 
and symbolically vivid, and the same shape 
could perhaps take on religious/ceremonial 
qualities with a somewhat different context 
and execution. Everything else inside 
the tower (the stairs, the storage/sector 
light rooms, the walkways, and so on) 
is perceived as tectonic structures placed 
inside this void, rather than mass defining 
its boundaries. These elements appear 
as separate from, and more accidental than, 
the outer wall; like scaffolding in a castle or 
barnacles on a rock.

In the cupola, the architecture is fully tec-
tonic. The experience is a more familiar 
and “modern” one, of space enclosed by 
planes rather than mass, even though 
the shape of the space is strange. Along with 
the change in colour, this causes the interior 
of the cupola to feel significantly more light 
and fresh, though less sombre, than that 
of the tower.

A frustratingly useless insight 
for any designer. Nothing 
looks more pretentious, after 
all, than that which actively 
strives to look like it’s not.
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The shifting and flowing accumulation 
of driftwood makes for an ambiguous 
and gradually shifting spatial experience. 
At its most sparse the pieces of wood 
are perceived as objects in space. When 
chained together across longer distances, 
they take on a character of symbolic bound-
ary, suggesting a space without actually 
enclosing it. Most of the structure is dense 
enough to physically restrict and determine 
movement, but permeable enough that 
the “outside” feels present. At a scarce few 
points, the structure grows thick and dense 
enough to be perceived as a mass, though 
a porous one.

Through all levels of density, the structure 
is always acutely tectonic, vividly expressing 
the logic of how it carries itself. The system 
(if it can be referred to as such) is wild 
and visceral. Less like a building, more like 
bodies in contrapposto. An asymmetric, 
intuitive complexity – easy to feel, but im-
mensely difficult to calculate. This causes 
the building to come across more as a natu-
ral phenomenon than an artefact of human 
culture. 

The interplay of mass and void is essential 
to Bergshamra Kyrka’s aesthetic character. 
The concrete of which most of the building 
consists is overwhelmingly solid. A con-
tiguous, impenetrable shelter. Its openings 
are scarce, deliberate and powerful. 

Sometimes it parts in narrow slits. A tall, 
slim window beside the apse forms a brutal 
gash in the southern wall. A horizontal 
embrasure along the base of the gallery 
tenuously connects the space of the wor-
ship hall to that of the hallway along it, 
and paradoically emphasizes the weight 
of the concrete above by having it seeming-
ly float in the air. A gap beside the gallery, 
serving as the passage to the sacristy, is one 
of the most intense yet hidden-away spatial 
experiences; a cramped but soaring shaft 
surrounded at three sides by concrete 
planes.

In other places, the mass of the building 
opens up more generously. Most notably 
in the worship hall, where the otherwise 
tunnel-like spaces of the building give way 
to a vast, liberating volume of air. A similar 
effect is achieved by the almost completely 
glazed southern wall of the parlour, con-
trasting against the almost entirely window-
less remainder of the lower floor. There’s 
also a rectangular window opening up 
the worship hall toward the bells, but 
the void it introduces is somewhat less 
dramatic due to its smaller scale and 
the presence of other windows in the same 
space. 

A major glazed opening along the upper-
most part of the worship hall’s southern 
wall does both. Externally, it looks like 
a wide, contiguous opening in the largely 
closed volume. Internally, it’s divided 
by vertical slats into a sequence of gashes.

As fundamental as the mass/void di-
chotomy is to the experience of the build-
ing, though, it doesn’t have the “carved” 
stereotomy of a building like Landsorts Fyr. 
The voids do not feel like they were inserted 
into a solid chunk of mass. Rather, the mass 
is perceived as planes of mostly consistent 
thickness, joined together to isolate vol-
umes of void. The former comes across 
as cave-like and primal. The latter conveys 
a more modernist sense of artifice and 
intellectual clarity.
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The building is perceived a rough cuboid. 
The longest of its three dimensions is 
the width of its northern and souther 
facades. The shortest is the depth, with the 
height surpassing it slightly. The ratio 
is almost exactly 7:8:11. 

1:1 proportions tend to be perceived 
as very straightforward. They can appear 
harmonious and “at ease” (particularly 
when applied on a detailed scale) but also 
boring and unrefined. On the scale of 
a building, they may come across as crude. 
The 7:8 proportions of the eastern and 
western facades are ever so slightly more 
graceful, but retain much of the muteness 
of quadratic forms. Coupled with the mate-
riality of the concrete and the scarcity 
of windows or other details, these facades 
appear uncommunicative, bordering 
on hostile. 

The 11:8 ratio of the southern facade can 
also approximately be defined as 1: √2, 
a very important ratio in classical theory. 
According to Palladio, it’s one of the seven 
most beautiful proportions. Nowadays, 
it’s perhaps most recognizable as the pro-
portions of A-series paper sheets. There is 
a sense of harmony to it comparable to 
the golden ratio, though a little less graceful 
and a little more mute. This facade appears 
more restful in its proportions than 
the shorter facades, though the “per-
fection” of such proportions also carry 
a sense of uncompromising obstinacy that 
is amplified by the material.

As the building is partially buried in the ter-
rain, the northern facade is significantly less 
tall. The topography doesn’t dramatically 
affect the perception of the western or 
eastern facade  – in the former case be-
cause it’s laid bare by a retaining wall, in 
the latter case because the mind extrapo-
lates the missing corner – but viewed from 
the north the building appears to begin 
at this higher ground. Fitting neatly into 
the same series, this facade has a width-
height ratio of 6:11; ever so slightly taller 
than 1:2. It appears restful and resolved, 
even complacent. More ordinary and boring 
than the other facades, but also less im-
posing.

The proportions of the windows vary wildly. 
The narrowest are the slits south and north 
of the apse, at 1:7 and 2:13 respectively. 
The (unglazed but window-like) openings 
north and south of the bells are about 
5:11 and 4:7. The western facade features 
the smallest and most modestly propor-
tioned windows: 3:4 and 4:5. The larger 
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The proportions of a structure as amor-
phous as Nimis are difficult to pin down. 
The towers and passages blend into one 
another with no clear lines of separation. 
The construction renders the geometric 
boundaries ambiguous, more a matter 
of inference than a physical presence. 
The flowing distribution across the topo-
graphy blurs the line between horizontal 
and vertical elements. The twisting shapes 
have differing widths at different angles, 
with little in the way of defined elevations.

Estimating the “bulks”, the shapes that sort 
of present themselves if one squints hard 
enough, two of the three main towers have 
width-height ratios of about 1:3, and 
the third of about 2:5. Somewhat slimmer 
than Lansorts Fyr, and perceived as such. 
Sturdy, but with a certain grace. The inward 
slant (slight for the southern towers, strong 
for the northern one) and the absence of 
vertical segmentation contribute to this 
perception. Most of the minor towers and 
the satellites are chunkier, closer to �:3 or 
1:1. The notable exception is the first tower 
along the stairs, at a really quite graceful 
1:4. These varied but comparable pro-
portions enhance the impression of the 
work as a product of nature. A quality 
of variance reminiscent of such things as 
geological formations or trees in a grove. 
Their range of proportions goes from 
“stunted” to “spiring”, expressing a mel-
ancholy yet hopeful perseverance. Like a 
contorted juniper surviving on a barren cliff.

The passageways are consistently tall but 
narrow, often oppressively so. At several 
points I had to squeeze myself through side-
ways, and my body type is best described 
as “waiflike”. Combined with the irregular, 
often slanted steps and the rusty nails 
occasionally poking out from the walls, 
the space is a hostile one. It’s honestly safer 

The ratio between the total height 
of the building (excluding the spire) and 
its width at base is (approximately) 2:5. 
Hardly sleek, but not too stubby. The most 
visually prominent contiguous volume, 
though, is the tower, the width-height ratio 
of which is a frankly rather zaftig 2:3. 
The height is divided at about 5:3 (nearly 
the golden ratio!) between the tower 
and the cupola, which, in conjunction with 
the receding width and filigree geometry 
of the latter establishes a clear bulk-crown 
relationship between the two. The height 
of the cupola is in turn has a lower-upper 
division of 8:7 between cone and lantern, 
a stacking of slightly smaller on slightly 
bigger that appears stable and at ease. 
The diameter of the lantern compared 
to the diameter of the tower is around 1:3. 
Enough of a disparity to establish a clear 
difference in character, but not so much 
that it renders them incomparable.

and easier to climb the slope outside than 
to take the stairs. This hostility is in-
convenient – and certainly detrimental 
to the work’s compliance with Swedish 
accessibility standards –  but it does im-
prove the aesthetic experience. It enhances 
the sense of wilderness and scarcity, 
the impression that the work is an organism 
that strives to survive, not to please. Much 
like the remote location, the inconvenient 
spaces also manipulate the visitor’s sense 
of achievement. Having worked to earn 
the experience, one is more determined 
to enjoy it.

That the spaces are cramped horizontally 
but not vertically (in general at least; there 
were one or two places where I had 
to duck) is also aesthetically consistent. 
For one thing, lean spaces are more in line 
with the anemic and weathered look of 
the whole than squat spaces would be. 
And whereas a low space forces its inhabit-
ants to humble themselves, a narrow space 
forces them to strain. Nimis is indifferent, 
not a bully.

windows of the southern facade are all 
horizontally oriented: the three windows 
of the parlour at 2:1, and the large glazed 
area above the nave at 5:2. The last two, 
and the apse-slits, are all divided into multi-
ple more modestly proportioned panes, but 
the frames are slim and dark enough that 
they mostly read as contiguous openings.

The variety of window-shapes comes across 
as extreme and imbalanced. They seem to 
have been designed solely with (the lighting 
of) the interior spaces in mind, paying little 
or no heed to their outward appearance. 
From a purely formal point of view, I believe 
the exterior would’ve looked more pleasing 
if the wider windows were more visibly 
divvied up to maintain a theme of vertical-
ity. That said, there is something appealing 
about the conceptual rigour of the un-
compromisingly inside-out approach.

Overall, the outward appearance of 
the volume is very bulky and a little awk-
ward. I enjoy this bulkiness, appreciating 
it as part of the building’s brutalist mode 
of expression. But I recognize that this 
enjoyment comes from a very “architecture 
student” point of view. Were I to design 
a comparably public building, I would strive 
to proportion it differently.
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The large-scale geometry of Landsorts Fyr, 
deriving from extrusions and divisions of 
its circular plan, consists largely of wedges 
and regular arcs. The arcs, like curves 
in general, appear softer and more alive 
than straight lines tend to do. By virtue 
of belonging to the “perfect” shape of 
the circle, though, they avoid the sense 
of randomness often evoked by more free-
form “organic” curves. Similarly, the varied 
angles create a more dynamic space than 
straight angles tend to do, yet appear 
rational and justified through their evenly 
spaced circular distributions. 

The tower is extruded as a perfectly vertical 
cylinder (discounting the bumps and ir-
regularities of its surface) making a rather 
straightforward and blunt impression. 
The cone, tilting inward at about 65°, 
sharpens the profile and lends it a certain 
refinement which the flat-topped, pre-1870 
lighthouse lacked. The dome of the lantern 
enhances the more decorative nature of 
the cupola, concluding the whole on a note 
of slight sophistication.

The interior of the tower uses a consistently 
pragmatic language of form, and its compo-
nent parts all revolve around a central post. 
The impression is one like being inside a 
machine, something like a blender or 
vertical turbine. It embodies two vectors 
of frozen motion; circular and straight verti-
cal – or helical, like the staircase, derived 
from a combination of the two. The internal 
elements don’t quite feel permanently fixed 
in place. One can easily imagine any given 
set (the ring of tie rods, for example) being 
rotated like a disc in a combination lock.

The work derives its lines from the drift-
wood and branches of which it is built. 
Thereby, it inherits a richness of detail far 
beyond what could be manually designed, 
yet without appearing arbitrary like random 
noise or contrived like an algorithmically 
generated pattern. The majority of 
the wood is logs and staves. Roughly round 
in intersection, and almost straight but with 
a slight twist or curvature. Some pieces are 
branches, dividing and contorting more 
dramatically. These are generally placed 
at the top or edge of the structures, serving 
a more decorative than constructive role. 
Some pieces are boards, beams, or other 
forms of sawn lumber. Once perfectly 
orthogonal, but now visibly smoothed at 
the edges, splintered and notched. These 
are most consistently used as steps, but also 
regularly feature as siding.

I’m reluctant to declare any aesthetic fea-
ture desirable in itself, preferring to think 
in terms of the cohesion and purposeful-
ness of the whole. But I do think there’s 
something inherently pleasant about subtly 
wavering lines. From the penstrokes of 
an architect’s sketch to the silhouettes of 
a tree trunk or the outline of a rough cast 
concrete wall, the wavering line embod-
ies a soft yet captivating tension. An order 
and neatness that pleases the mind, but 
“flawed” enough to feel grounded and 
physical.

Nimis consists entirely of such wavering and 
twisting lines, joined into structures turning 
and bending on a larger scale according to 
the motions of the terrain and the princi-
ples of tectonics. Never plain or straight, 
but delicate and subtle in its complexities. 
It is a viscerally satisfying form to behold. 
The term “organic” is often loosely applied 
in architecture, describing anything from 
freehand spline geometry to asymmetric, 
disorganized distributions of volume. But 
Nimis appears organic in a precise sense 
of the word. Its forms are lifelike. A be-
holder can feel its contortions intimately, 
relate them to motions and gestures of 
their own body.

The architecture of Bergshamra Kyrka is 
composed entirely of straight planes, 
arranged almost entirely at 90° angles.

A convincing case can be made that, in an 
abstract geometric sense, circles/spheres 
or triangles/pyramids are the most “pure” 
or “basic” types of shape. For a multitude 
of practical reasons, though, the square 
and cuboid have taken on a role as “default” 
shapes in architecture, and are consequent-
ly perceived as such. Straight, orthogonal 
buildings often come across as straight-
forward or boring, as rational or soullessly 
pragmatic, depending on the personality 
and charitability of the perceiver. Bergs-
hamra Kyrka, however, taps into a some-
what different quality of the same geom-
etry, largely due to how the other design 
decisions of the building frame it. The light-
ing and the scarcity of detail emphasize 
the forms, and the extreme proportions 
push them beyond the “normal”. Through 
these means, the orthogonality transcends 
the mundane to become ascetic. Its simplic-
ity takes on a semantically loaded sense 
of purity. It encapsulates a form of life that 
is modest and severe. A protestant form 
of life, as opposed to the lofty hierarchies 
embodied by grand catholic cathedrals or 
the convoluted mysteries of symbol-laden 
orthodox chapels.

There are two major deviations: the bells 
and the ceiling/roof. The former are most 
visible from the outside. Dark and massive, 
yet intricate and embodying more complex 
curved geometries, they appear appropriate 
to the building but stick out as an excep-
tional element of its design. Resembling 
exposed machinery they elicit a childlike 
curiosity in the viewer, offering a view 
of concentrated visual interest almost as 
an apology for the otherwise bare exterior. 
They also act as a symbolic signifier, brand-
ing the building as a church despite the out-
ward absence of many traditional features 
of lithurgical architecture. The bells can 

The inward-slanting conical space inside 
the cupola has a similarly machine-like 
but more complex and alien character. 
The diagonal iron columns resemble pis-
tons, and the ceiling of the stairwell corc-
screws through the centre of the room, 
flanked on either side by wooden shacks 
housing the workshop and the stairs to 
the lantern. The resulting convoluted 
negative space is brutal, yet elegant. Un-
ambiguously manmade and on an architec-
tural scale, yet acutely unlike a house.

The ornamentation of Landsorts Fyr is 
sparse but not negligible. The most notable 
decorative elements are the dome and spire 
of the lantern, the ring of brackets support-
ing the cupola, the two pilasters flanking 
the entrance, and – the most surprising 
feature –  a capital with two outward brack-
ets inside the cupola, where the central 
post meets the ceiling. There is also 
a somewhat decorative neatness in how 
the windows and doors are consistently 
arched, though at least in the case of those 
in the tower the reason might be primarily 
constructional. These decorative touches 
don’t detract from the utilitarian appeal 
of the building, but greatly add to its charm. 
They add little points of amicability, render-
ing the otherwise quite monolithic structure 
more human and approachable. Their re-
curring theme of circles and arcs feels neat, 
being consistent with the formal language 
of the lighthouse as a whole. They also em-
body a sense of care. A form of life in which 
one makes sure that all practical matters are 
taken care of first and foremost, but then 
puts in that extra little bit of effort to also 
make it nice. 

The shape and proportions of the tower 
cause it to appear exceptionally stout. 
Had it been built a little taller and given 
a subtle taper, it might’ve appeared more 
elegant without compromising its essential 
appearance of stability. At the same time, 
this chubbiness is endearing. It lends 
the building an awkward charm which, 
while perhaps it’s not what most designers 
hope to evoke through their work, is 
an enjoyable aesthetic quality for those 
with no personal stake in the building’s 
dignity. 

be seen from inside the worship hall as well, 
particularly the gallery, but only through 
a window located back and off to the side; 
they act as an object of interest to someone 
idly looking around. 

From the outside, the roof can be read as 
a gesture to tie the church together with its 
surroundings. Varhelyi planned the whole 
centre of Bergshamra, and his buildings for 
this area share the butterfly roofs as 
a common theme.

If indeed the purpose is building cohesion 
with the surrounding cityscape, I find it 
to be only moderately successful. The roof 
shapes are too incidental and out of sight 
to greatly affect the immediate experience 
of the urban environment (compared to 
more conspicuous properties like materials, 
colours, or scale), especially since the build-
ings vary significantly in height. In practice, 
it’s more of a neat detail to consciously 
discover.

As ceiling for the worship hall, though, it’s 
a very successful design. Having a single 
major element depart from an otherwise 
strict orthogonality necessarily infuses that 
element with particular importance and 
a sense of catharsis. Making the ceiling 
above the worship hall such an element 
infuses the worship hall with this energy 
and channels it upward. While the roof 
is V-shaped, the ceiling is unidirectionally 
slanted, channeling its full movement 
toward the light in the south. The roof 
is literally raised, and the visitor is com-
pelled to look toward the heavens in awe.
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The visually dominant surfaces of the ex-
terior are the red paint of the cupola 
(and anchor plates) and the white plaster 
of the tower. The bright, almost pink, shade 
of red is very visually intense, and would in 
many contexts come across as manic 
or obnoxious. Here, however – crowning 
a lone landmark building in a sparse, drab 
environment – its vibrancy feels utterly 
right. It serves as a highlight, a signal of 
hope and warmth. Moreover, the white 
of the tower “carries” it, giving it room 
to glow and softening its transition toward 
the surroundings. It’s most pleasant at a 
distance, in this context. On the gallery of 
the cupola, the excess of colour turns over-
bearing, and the painted iron has a some-
what uncomfortably “dull” haptic feel, like 
the inside of a dehydrated mouth. 

The tactility of the plaster (and the stone 
walls beneath), however, greatly enhance 
the building’s aesthetic appeal. Its uneven 
flow adopts the language of the cliffs and 
waves, instilling a sense that the light-
house “belongs”. Its coarseness enhances 
the tough, weathered appearance. And 
the visible trowel-strokes capture moments 
in time; encapsulate and convey real 
motions, centuries old, of tangible, 
purposeful physical labour.

A black coat of paint applied on top of 
the plaster along the base of the tower 
neatly articulates its boundary and 
“grounds” it. The dome of the lantern 
is copper-clad, adding an extra highlight 
of murky verdigris. The lower two windows 
and the entrance are framed with exposed 
yellow bricks, lending them more visual 
prominence and “grouping” them together. 
The brass fittings of the door match the col-
our of the surrounding bricks in a satisying 
and clearly deliberate way. The door itself 
is made of wood and painted a dark, slightly 
blue-ish shade of green which contrasts 
elegantly with the dry yellow, but from what 
I can tell corresponds with no other part 
of the building. The bricks, door, and dome 
muddle the theme of the lighthouse’s out-
ward appearance, but being as strong and 
simple as it is, these deviations add flavour 
more than they undermine it.

The interior surface of the outer wall is 
exposed masonry: a mixture of granite and 
bricks of varying age, embedded in gen-
erous amounts of mortar. Two bricked-up 
former window openings placed directly 
below the upper two windows can be 
clearly seen here, though they’re invisible 
from the outside. The floor is made of 
rough, rectangular granite slabs. A number 

The whole work is built of wood, weath-
ered and worn. Some of the boards retain 
fragments of a coat of paint, but otherwise, 
they all display the same pale, naked grain. 
In a couple of places, tyres or similar flot-
sam are incorporated in the structure, as if 
absorbed by the organism.

Almost the entire structure, therefore, goes 
in subtly shifting shades of pallid beige and 
gray. The textures are largely and worn 
smooth but retain the directional grain 
of the wood, adding another layer of 
organic detail and flowing directionality. 
The consistency lend a sense of calm and 
cohesion to a structure that might other-
wise, with its excess of detail and relative 
lack of hierarchy, have been overwhelm-
ingly noisy. The cool, weathered hues infuse 
the work with an air of melancholy and age. 
They match the tones of the surrounding 
trees and rocks, causing the work to fade 
into its environment. In some places, pieces 
of rock have been stacked as foundations or 
woven into the walls, blurring the bounda-
ries further.

A couple of parts of the structure have been 
spraypainted with brightly-coloured graffiti. 
I’m assuming this was done by someone 
other than Vilks, but haven’t been able 
to confirm. In any case, these deviations 
break the palette of desaturated and natu-
ral colours, disturb the visual cohesion, and 
undermine the the individual expression 
of the work with their generic visual lan-
guage. The colours and shapes of the graffiti 
are not inherently bad, but their application 
in this context does nothing but detract 
from the aesthetic experience as a whole.

of internal elements are painted pale gray: 
the stairs, the rooms for storage and sector 
light, the tie rods, and the topside of two 
wooden walkways and steps leading from 
the central stairs to the upper windows. 
The beams supporting the cupola/ceiling 
inherit the red paint of the exterior. 
The ceiling itself, and the underside of 
the walkways, are naked wood. On their 
own, most of these surfaces are haptically 
and chromatically rich, and none are in-
herently unpleasant. Their rough, earthy 
characters complement the overall appear-
ance of the lighthouse, and the “embodied 
history” of the wall is fascinating to observe. 
The experience of the space as a whole, 
though, works rather poorly. The palette 
ranging from red through brown and beige 
to gray contains no satisfying contrasts, yet 
has too wide a range to feel pleasantly con-
tained. Nothing stands out as particularly 
bright or dark, rendering the space a haze 
of mushy midtones. One notable detail, 
though, is the transom window above 
the entrance: of its five panes, one is tinted 
bright red and one bright green. (The in-
terior being rather dim, these colours are 
practically unnoticable from outside.) 
The window is charming as a personal 
touch, as a signifier of someone wanting 
to do something nice. In terms of the colour 
composition of the space, though, it’s 
arbitrary and further disturbs an already 
cluttered impression.

The inside of the cupola is a fascinating 
aesthetic experience. The wooden floor 
is painted a light gray bordering on white. 
Apart from that, almost everything is 
painted the same shade of linden green. 
The impression is just as intense as the red 
of the gallery, but not as distressing thanks 
to the cooler, less visceral nature of the hue. 
The gray of the floor also softens it some-
what. In conjunction with the strange 
geometry of the space, this results in an 
experience that is utterly alien, but not 
at all unpleasant. A tantalizing glimpse of 
what forms of architectural space may be 
possible, beyond the forms of architectural 
space I know.

When looking at the exit toward the gallery, 
the green of the interior clashes rather 
awfully with the red of the exterior. This 
problem can easily be remedied, however, 
by not looking there.

It should be noted, though, that 
I get disproportionately excited 
about the textures of plaster. My 
love of plaster is unrepresentative 
of the general population, possibly 
pathological, and I ought to main-
tain a healthy scepticism toward 
it in my own work.

The lower portion, that is. The lantern 
room is off-limits to visitors.
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The palette of materials in Bergshamra 
Kyrka, especially in its original form, is tight-
ly curated. The dominant material by far 
is concrete, which in proper brutalist fash-
ion uses the imprints of its moulds as deco-
ration. The vividly tactile roughness and 
the shades of gray elevate and aestheticize 
an expression of simplicity, amplifying 
the “protestant” vibe of the building. 
The floors are laid with limestone tiles, 
meshing very well with the concrete, 
though smoother in texture and on average 
slightly darker. The default pattern is one 
of narrower rectangular tiles, though areas 
of special importance (such as the intended 
location of the choir) are differentiated 
through the use of larger, quadratic slabs. 
The glass of the sparse but often large 
windows serve as a striking – and themati-
cally appropriate – counterpoint to the con-
crete and stone. Embodying the dichoto-
mies of earth and air, of darkness and light, 
of shelter and liberation, of roughness and 
purity. Both (or all three) materials, though, 
have a firmness and austerity in common 
that strengthen the aesthetic essence of 
the church. Windowframes, luminaires 
and similar detailing is generally slim and 
made of steel painted black or dark gray. 
It’s elegant and largely unobtrusive, leaving 
the glass and concrete/stone to do their 
thing. When the metal does call attention 
to itself (as in the case of the entrance or 
the bells) it echoes properties of them both, 
blending the massivity and darkness of 
the concrete with the slickness of the glass. 
A final recurring material in the interior is 
oak wood of a golden-orange hue, used 
for almost all of the furniture. Delicate 
and warm, it stands in mutually beneficial 
contrast with the rest. It exaggerates 
the austerity of the architecture around it, 
and in return is endowed with a sense 
of mercy and grace.

Internally, the walls display a pattern of ver-
tical wooden boards with prominent grain. 
If arranged horizontally, they would have 
placed a functionalist-esque emphasis on 
the “flows” of the spaces. As is, they instead 
convey a sense of rhythm and of sombre 
verticality. On the lower floor, the rect-
angular stone tiles are all oriented along 
the north-southern axis, running across 
some of the linear spaces and along others. 
This could be experienced as inconsistent 
on a view-to-view basis, but I find it to 
rather convey a sense of a unified space 
incidentally divided by walls. The ceiling 
of the lower floor originally consisted of 
naked concrete with board-prints just like 
the walls, but it has since been covered up 
with acoustic tiles, severely compromising 

the aesthetic clarity of the space for 
the sake of comfort. The less public spaces 
(office, kitchen, storages) feature more 
eclectic and utilitarian blends of materials. 
They resemble any number of comparable 
spaces anywhere else, but the boredom 
they inspire in the few who experience 
them is presumably justified by the non-
aesthetic benefits. The walls of the bath-
rooms are clad with white ceramic tiles, but 
the floors maintain the limestone tiling – 
uninterrupted even by doorsteps! The white 
tiles give the bathrooms a less sombre air 
than other spaces. Still, the austerity of 
the bathrooms’ design is admirably con-
sistent with the rest of the building.

Funnily enough, the parlour is a much more 
radical departure. In the 80’s, a “committee 
of softening” (“uppmjukningskommittén”) 
assumed the task of making the church feel 
more friendly, and from what I understand 
the current state of this room is largely 
the result of their efforts. The walls at either 
end are painted bright yellow, and the 
northern wall white. The floor is covered 
with generic beige linoleum, the windows 
hung with flowery curtains, and the empty 
areas decorated with paintings, plants, or 
other quaint little household objects. 
The furniture features mild blue upholstery 
and warm oak, the latter appearing more 
generic than luxurious in this context. It’s 
not an ugly space. The palette is still sparse 
and considered enough to feel harmonious. 
The softness, brightness and abundance of 
decorative detail succeed at feeling friendly 
and welcoming, if a little soulless. But this 
eager-to-please lightheartedness belongs 
somewhere else. Inserted into this church, 
it appears grotesque; like draping a doily 
over a monk in prayer.

The little area underneath the gallery on 
the main floor retains the naked concrete 
in the ceiling, along with the standard 
concrete walls, stone floors, and a long slit 
of glass. The floor tiles are oriented across 
the hallway, echoing the board-pattern of 
the walls. The board-prints in the celing, 
though, run along the hallway. I fail to see 
the reason for this inconsistency and find 
it a little inelegant, but only negligibly so. 

In the walls of the worship hall, the board 
pattern of the walls is segmented height-
wise by two strips where the boards were 
arranged horizontally. These divide and 
“defuse” the space, taking some of the edge 
off its stark austerity. The effect could be 
desirable in a building with a more humble 
or mundane purpose, but in this context 
I find it detrimental. It also causes the space 

to appear less heavenbound, more squat. 
The concrete of the ceiling here, too, thank-
fully remains exposed. The board-prints run 
along the north-southern axis, following 
the beams. They “reach toward the light” 
in a thematically appropriate way and nicely 
underline the directionality of this plane. 
The altar, font, and pulpit are cast-in-place 
concrete, making them part of the whole 
architectural object. An abstract textile art-
work hangs behind the altar, and the altar 
itself is draped with cloth and decorated 
with candles and a cross. None of these 
are inherently bad (I find the artwork quite 
beautiful!), but they muddle the aesthetic 
clarity of the space a little. The pulpit is 
spruced up (oaked up?) by an oak cladding 
on the inside. The oak is most prominently 
present in the form of organ and pews, and 
its sublime contrast against the concrete, 
stone, and glass is more vivid here than 
anywere else in the building. Here, the com-
mittee of softening have made a change 
I would actually deem an improvement: 
changing the upholstery of the pews from 
a greyish green to a strong, almost pinkish 
red. The added warmth enhance the aes-
thetic effect of the wood. The combination 
of red and golden-orange appears luxurious, 
like a crown, but also vulnerable like open 
wounds. Like a substitute for the congre-
gation when they are absent, and an exten-
sion when they are present, the pews are 
a small, precious sliver of warmth encased 
in the concrete shell.

Externally, the building displays the same 
combination of glass and concrete. 
The concrete here does not, however, dis-
play the imprints of boards, but rather 
a pattern of shorter, overlapping staves 
or strips. Being constructed from precast 

This raises an important 
issue though.

It’s easy to decry these changes 
as tasteless and insensitive. But 
they obviously stem from a dis-
satisfaction among (some of) 
the users with the architect’s 
work, and that needs to be 
taken seriously. We can’t just 
design for awed first-time visi-
tors, but must consider how our 
buildings feel to those who must 
spend long stretches of time in 
their presence. Does that mean 
making all our designs as bland 
and inoffensive as possible? 
Nah. But it might mean con-
sciously valuing comfort more 
and the wow factor less than 
our intuition tells us to do.

(I would personally have picked a 
deeper, more vibrant shade though.)

elements, the facades are broken up by very 
noticeable horizontal seams and the repeti-
tion of the pattern causes a visual “tiling” 
effect. This undermines the dynamism of 
the pattern and gives the facades a some-
what cheap and compromised appearance. 
Other than that, it’s an aesthetically very 
successful pattern. Through its orthogonal-
ity and vertical orientation it maintains 
a correspondence between inside and 
outside, but it provides surfaces of greater 
visual interest. Strictly speaking the grain 
of the boards provides a higher level of 
detail, but recognizing it as a familiar pat-
tern (“oh, it’s just wood grain”) perceivers 
find themselves tuning it out. The strip-
pattern is made more eye-catching through 
novelty, and the greater dynamism and 
variety in depth appears more lively. It’s less 
sombre than the board-prints, and keeping 
it out of the sacred interior was therefore 
a good aesthetic choice, but as employed 
on the outside it’s a very nice pattern. 
It’s visually rich, but thanks to the modest 
colour of the concrete and the simplicity 
of the building’s volume, it runs no risk of 
appearing noisy or overbearing. 
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Curved walls clad in rough plaster (or 
masonry) are objectively speaking the best 
thing that exists. Raking light – that is, 
light hitting a surface at a narrow angle 
– produce noticeable shadows at even 
minor minor bumps or notches, exaggerat-
ing any irregularity. On surfaces meant to 
appear smooth, this can highlight minor 
imperfections and cause them to appear 
worse than they actually are. On surfaces 
where roughness is a positive quality, 
though, the textures are enhanced and 
infused with vivid contrasts of light and 
dark. And whereas a flat wall only receives 
raking light from the sun at certain times 
of day, a wall facing multiple directions 
can catch it in different places over time. 
A free-standing, circular structure such as 
Landsorts fyr will always receive raking light 
somewhere, provided there is direct sun-
light to receive. Sadly, there wasn’t. The sky 
was overcast for almost the whole duration 
of my visit. I noticed the raking light, but 
never managed to document it up close.

The interior of the tower receives daylight 
mainly from the upper two windows, as 
the walled-in sector light and storage room 
have been built around – thereby sectioning 
off – the bottom two. To provide function-
ally adequate lighting, a vertical sequence 
of orange spotlights have been attached 
to the stairs. The resulting blend of warm 
artificial light and cool daylight exacerbate 
the chromatic mushiness of the space.

Surprisingly, the same mixed lighting en-
hances the experience in the cupola. Here, 
daylight enters from five directions through 
the dormers (and a sixth, if the door is 
open), and is supplemented by a spherical 
sconce. Illuminating a single hue of green 
applied across a variety of surfaces, many 
of which are curved, they create a rich yet 
cohesive mixture of shades and gradients. 
The multidirectional light also serves to 
enhance the complex spatial geometry.

The permeable structure of Nimis, neither 
closed nor open, creates an ambiguous 
lighting condition of “not quite outdoors”. 
No individual piece of wood would notice-
ably affect the level of daylight, but to-
gether they enfold a just slightly murkier 
space. As the level of solidity gradually 
changes across the structure, so does 
the light. Some parts, like the initial de-
scent, are practically open to the sky and 
feel most like walking between two particu-
larly aggressive wooden fences. Other parts, 
especially in the “towers” are dimmer and 
more cave-like in character. Because of 
the sheer cliff to the south, the structure 
receives little or no direct sunlight. There 
are no intricate webs of highlight and 
shadow, just a varying quantity of ambient 
light.

From outside, with the rocks and trees 
as a backdrop, the washed-out light does 
little to articulate the structure. Sometimes, 
the work practically fades into the land-
scape, enhancing its sense of belonging 
but diminishing the spatial experience. 
When silhouetted against the sky, though, 
the structure appears evocatively skeletal.

The curation of daylight is one of the major 
determining factors of the building’s design. 
The sparse but considered placement of 
windows establishes a baseline of dimness 
interrupted by vivid bursts of light. 
The murkier secondary spaces serve as 
setup to enhance the experience of the light 
when it does arrive. In the parlour, the prac-
tically open southern wall floods the room 
with generous, invigorating sunlight. In 
the worship hall, light and shadow are 
mixed in a more sophisticated manner.

There are four sources of daylight in this 
space. The single tall window-gash beside 
the apse, in the southern wall. The larger 
glazed area divided by slats next to it, along 
the top of the same wall. A second window-
gash to the north, on the opposite side 
of the apse. And finally, the window to 
the west, facing the bells. The first two let 
in a sharp, direct sunlight that gradually 
wanders through the space over the course 
of the day, folding itself across the geo-
metry of floor, walls, and gallery to further 
enrich the spatial qualities of the worship 
hall. The vertical gash projects a single slab 
of light through the apse, like a finger of 
God pointing at the altar, or at least some-
where in its general direction. The slatted 
windows are placed high enough to keep 
the congregation out of the direct light (and 
deny them a view of the secular cityscape 
outside) but illuminate the soaring void 
above. The slats are angled, and have been 
redirected several times during the church’s 
history. Currently, they all open toward 
the southwest, directing the light diagonally 
forward into the worship hall. The remain-
ing two windows let a softer ambient light 
into the depths of the space. Assuming 
the illumination they provide is necessary 
for practical purposes, letting in additional 
daylight seems more elegant than extra 
artificial lighting would’ve been. But visiting 
the church at around five in the evening, 
early march, in overcast weather, I got 
the impression that a lesser amount of 
daylight in the worship hall would’ve en-
hanced the aesthetic qualities of the space 
without compromising functionality. That 
said, the western window is also placed 
to project a silhouette of the bells onto 
the wall behind the apse in the final hours 
of evening. I haven’t had the chance to see 
this in person, but it seems like a neat if 
somewhat foreboding effect.

The artificial light of the bottom floor and 
the auxiliary spaces of the main floor are 
largely provided by a mix of ceiling lamps 
and wall sconces. The former are overall 
fairly generic and seem to be installed at 

Fig. 8

around the same time and with the same 
priorities as the acoustic tiles. They provide 
functional light from above where needed, 
with unremarkable luminaires that detract 
somewhat from the building’s aesthetic 
consistency but can generally be tuned out. 
The sconces have a more striking design; 
rectangular planes of painted grey steel 
and rippled glass. Echoing the roughness of 
the concrete and stone, conforming to the 
restrained unifying palette of materials, and 
using the same orthogonal, planar and 
minimalist formal language, these lumi-
naires reiterate the protestant austerity 
of the building on a more detailed scale. 
The steel plates let most of the light spill 
forwards into the room, but also direct trap-
ezoids of raking light along the surrounding 
wall. As raved about when describing Lands-
orts Fyr, raking light greatly enhances 
the effects of tactile materials, and the con-
crete walls of Bergshamra Kyrka is 
no exception!

The worship hall instead features three 
rows of pendulum lights. One row above 
the pews on either side of the aisle, and 
a third row above the gallery. I haven’t 
seen these in use, but they seem designed 
to bathe the congregation in a soft, largely 
functional glow. The luminaires are black 
and minimalist but cylindrical – fittingly 
modest, but not quite as exquisitely 
appropriate as the sconces. There are also 
spotlights to highlight various sections of 
the apse.
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The lighthouse is located on a height near 
the southern cape of the island, overlooking 
the little village of Landsort to the north. 
It’s practically free of immediately neigh-
bouring buildings, though there is a little 
shed beside it and a battery of bunkers and 
fortifications in the vicinity. The shed is 
perceived as auxiliary and subservient to 
the lighthouse; cementing the latter’s pres-
ence, but in itself unintrusive. The military 
infrastructure does, however, compete 
somewhat with the lighthouse for attention. 
The juxtaposition is interesting, but 
the aesthetic experience of either one 
would have been more focused had they 
been located further apart. The landscape 
is one of grass and exposed cliff. With its 
muted colours and absence of visual noise 
it neatly serves as a backdrop. Its coarse-
ness and undulating topography nicely com-
plement the building’s rugged appearance.

The aesthetic relationship to the village, 
however, is a mutually beneficial one. 
The lighthouse doesn’t directly infringe 
on the autonomy of any individual building 
or street, but is nearly always present in 
the background as a landmark. Its bold, dis-
tinctive, appearance does not assert itself 
at the expense of anything else, but rather 
lends its assertiveness to the village as a 
whole. (There is, however, some competi-
tive tension between the lighthouse and 
“Lotstornet”, a more recent concrete tower 
in the village.)

The village, in turn, lends a sense of cama-
raderie to the lighthouse. The latter be-
comes a semi-autonomous extension of 
the former; like an outstretched hand, or 
a sentinel. The walk from one to the other 
takes on a certain narrative character. 

There is definitely a vivid, forlorn beauty to 
lighthouses standing alone. The light-
house-village relationship of Landsort, on 
the other hand, evokes a pleasant sense of 
the idyllic. Neither type of experience is 
inherently superior, they’re distinct but 
both immensely enjoyable.

On the north and northeast side of 
the lighthouse, the topography slopes gen-
tly down towards the village. The entrance 
and the main footpath leading toward it is 
located on this side, tying the lighthouse-
as-dwelling to the village’s network of in-
habitable spaces. Toward the sea, particu-
larly in the southwest, the landscape 
is steeper and more dramatic. Parts of 
the natural topography have been violently 
blasted apart for the sake of the military 
infrastructure. There are several footpaths 
leading through this area as well, but they 
are steeper and more winding. Here, 
the lighthouse is generally seen from below, 
appearing more valiant, towering, and out 
of reach. Of the four windows in the tower 
portion, two are looking out to either “side”, 
SE and NW, and the remaining two are fac-
ing straight “outwards”, to the southwest. 
The exit in the cupola faces southwest, 
but leading to an elevated gallery it evokes 
a sense of (heroically) watching the sea 
rather than opening up toward it.
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The work is built (illegally) in the nature 
reserve of Kullaberg, a steep peninsula 
on the east coast outside Helsingborg. 
The nearest bus stop is located an hour’s 
walking distance away, the nearest parking 
space is not much closer. Generally, 
the work is reached by one specific trail, 
leading through the forest of beech trees. 
Winding up to the crest of the peninsula’s 
ridge, then running northwest and descend-
ing incrementally, overlooking a perilous 
drop to the sea. Little yellow “N”s are 
painted on the trees at regular intervals 
to mark the path. Approaching the site, 
the first thing one encounters is a portal, 
forming the entrance to a flight of stairs 
down the final stretch of slope, connecting 
to the work proper. 

Apart from this stair-appendage climbing 
the slope, the structure is located on a rocky 
strip of beach on the north shore. Along 
the southern boundary the terrain rises in 
a sheer cliff. Fifty-odd meters east down 
the shore stands Arx, a smaller companion 
work of rocks and cement forming similar 
spires.

The bulk of the structure currently consists 
of three major towers at the back of 
the beach – by the cliff – connected by 
multiple bridges/tunnels. The terrain in this 
area is somewhat terraced by boulders and 
shelves, and the structure “drapes” itself 
across these vertical differences. From 
the largest, easternmost of these towers 
a little bridge connects to the crest of 
the southern cliff. The entrance-stairs 
depart from the base of the same tower 
and climb more or less linearly up the slope 
to the east, interspersed at two points with 
smaller towers. From the northernmost 
of the central three towers, a short pier-
like appendage branches off toward the 
west. The central network of connections 
also features a little balcony-like platform, 
and an appendical tunnel leading a little 
distance north down the beach. The terrain 
of this outer part of the beach is level but 
rough; a field of boulders of varying size. 
This area features three smaller, free-
standing structures tied to the work: One is 
a roughly hourglass-shaped mini-tower, one 
is a dozen or so pieces of wood describing 
a little pyramid, and one is simply two sticks 
poking out of the ground in close proximity 
to one another. 

Being located (again, illegally) on the un-
touched coast of a nature reserve adds to 
the work’s sense of desolation and detach-
ment from civilization. It evokes romantic 
ideas of the lives of hermits and castaways. 

It should be noted that the work used 
to have two larger standalone towers 
closer to the water, named Vindarnas 
Torn and Wotans Torn. Those have been 
destroyed and rebuilt repeatedly, and 
appeared to be gone by the time of my 
visit. The largest of the three remaining 
towers is probably a rebuilt version of 
the work’s final named tower, Ascend-
entens Funktion, but I’m not certain 
enough to refer to it as such.

Of resourcefulness, simplicity and persever-
ance. The purity of its relationship to nature 
and nature alone affords it an aesthetic 
clarity unavailable to many other works of 
art and practically all works of architecture. 
It annexes this particular piece of territory 
for the cause of “doing its thing” without 
comprimise or distraction. An egregious act 
of arrogance and entitlement, redeemed 
only by the fact that the thing it’s doing is 
worthwhile and sensitive. The difficulties in-
volved in reaching the site lends the work a 
sense of alluring inaccessability. The visitor’s 
appreciation of the work is bolstered by 
a sense of achievement for having made it 
there, and by relief that the perilous climb is 
over. The formal and connotative language 
of the site is also thoroughly in agreement 
with that of the work. Built from materials 
salvaged from the shore it’s vividly per-
ceived as having been “born” from this 
place in particular. The shapes, colours, and 
textures recall the weathered trees and 
jutting cliffs. The constructions, resembling 
seamarks, feel appropriate next to the sea.

The layout is perceived as purposeful, but 
not in a functionalist manner. It appears to 

embody an evolutionary logic – like that of 
a fungal colony, an unplanned village, or the 
body of an animal – rather than an imposed 
plan. The central trio of towers and their 
connective paths form something like 
a bastion or torso tucked up against 
the cliff, on the passably stable patch of 
passably high ground. The various offshoots 
(the stairs, the pier, the cliff-bridge and 
the tunnel down the beach) are perceived 
as specialized appendages grown to satisfy 
particular functional needs. The three 
standalone structures act as outposts 
extending the structure’s domain, establish-
ing tenuous footholds in the more exposed 
open terrain. The core-extension-sattelite 
division establishes a satsifying hierarchy 
between the parts. It’s suprisingly difficult 
to make a mental map on-site of exactly 
how many towers there are and how they 
connect, but the structure seems to have 
a reassuringly good understanding of itself. 
It appears to make sense, even if the sense 
it makes is not apparent.

Furthermore, the controlled approach 
lends the structure a narrative character. 
Visitors encounter a beginning in form of 
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the entrance to the stairs. The descent 
down the stairs serves as an introductory 
sequence, with minor peaks and valleys in 
action provided by the two towers on the 
way. Reaching the easternmost of the main 
three towers, the work grows in scale and 
opens up to more freeform exploration 
– the apex of the experience. Finally, upon 
exiting the structure, the satellites serve as 
denouement.
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The church is located at the southern end 
of the Bergshamra suburb’s central square, 
presenting itself (in true Swedish modern-
ist fashion) as one among the several basic 
amenities provided by the architect to 
the local community. It withdraws, however, 
from direct competition with its more com-
mercial and secular neighbours. The square 
forms a platform of sorts over a naturally 
sloping terrain. At the northern side it more 
or less meshes with the natural topography. 
Along the eastern and western side 
the difference is absorbed by a solid barrier 
of buildings. At the southern side, however, 
the square ends quite abruptly in a railing, 
and must negotiate a 2-5 metre height 
difference through ramps, stairs, and slopes. 
Unlike the buildings facing the square 
directly, the church is positioned halfway 
down this descent. The main floor connects 
(via an entrance door fit for a fallout shel-
ter) to an intermediate level removed from 
the square by one flight of steps. The lower 
floor opens up through the parlour into 
a modest yard. Stairs or ramps on either 
side of the building bridge the lower and 
intermediate ground. In reality, the lower 
floor extends further north than the upper 
parts of the building, and the seemingly 
intermediate terrace of ground is in fact just 
a layer of tarmac on top of the northern half 
of that floor. This is a neat magic trick, mak-
ing the perceived volume of the building 
smaller and more elegant than the actual 
space it contains. 

By taking a step back and down from the 
square, the building appears at once hum-
ble and independent, even defensive. Seen 
from the square, it appears to “peek out” 
from behind cover.  It betrays no interest 
in attracting visitors. One has to seek it out 
and actively brave its intimidating steel 
door. That’s far from inherently good 
design. For most types of buildings it’d be 
terrible. It’s arguably even a bad design 
here, as the Swedish church lately is 
making a concentrated effort to market 
itself as open and welcoming. But it does 
tie in nicely with the building’s overall 
aesthetic appeal: heightening the sense 
of sombre restraint, and imposing a protes-
tant humility on its visitors. As in the case 
of Nimis, the difficulty of entering (though 
in this case it’s more symbolic than physical) 
serves as build-up to heighten the value of 
the experience waiting inside.

Seen from the south, the building is much 
less shy. It stretches out in its full height 
and opens up numerous windows toward 
the world. This doesn’t compromise 
the sanctity of the worship hall, which is 

W
hich is generally locked except betw

een one and three o’clock every second w
ednesday.

lifted out of sight of prying eyes. But it does 
enhance the informality and openness of 
the parlour. Walking past, it’s not un-
common to see social gatherings, choir 
practice or similar events unabashedly dis-
played to the world. The building acts, 
in a sense, like an introverted person might. 
Mute and reserved toward the public of 
the central square, but candid and relaxed 
in the more intimate encounters down 
the slope.

If the placement of the building started out 
humble, later changes to the cityscape has 
made it marginalized. The square has been 
cut in half by the addition of a library, and a 
concentration of the more commonly used 
services (grocery store, metro station) at 
the northern half renders the southern half 
with the church more irrelevant. The par-
lour and yard used to face a road, followed 
by an unbroken vista down toward Brunns-
viken lake. Now, the road has been expand-
ed and sunk into the ground, with a small 
path for bikes and pedestrians running past 
the church in its place. The sightlines 
toward the lake have been cut off by higher 
exploitation. Just across the path, a tower-
ing office complex for an insurance com-
pany casts its shadow over the church 
– a composition so overtly symbolic you 
couldn’t get away with it in a novel.

While the loss of the view from the parlour 
is perhaps to be missed, I think the other 
changes actually work in the building’s 
favour, or at least not to its detriment. Its 
aesthetic appeal doesn’t rely on looking 
assertive, rather the opposite, and so it 
wears its martyrhood well. Encountering 
the southern side on foot or bike rather 
than by car feels more tranquil and person-
al, and it gives the subtleties of the archi-
tecture more time to appear.
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“I like lighthouses. They remind me of reclusive 
fishermen and -women with integrity I can only 
dream of. A melancholy and barren feeling 
of freedom. When we entered the lighthouse, it 
was like seeing somebody’s flaws. This isn’t based 
on facts, but: it felt like it was put together from 
different ideas and emergency solutions that have 
been added over the years. The brickwork was like 
bandaids here and there along the lighthouse’s 
inside. There was a curious range of colours on 
the “upper floor”. It felt like Hasse å Tage would pop 
out from a corner and tell a joke, or something. 
I enjoy leaning my cheek against the sort of rug-
ged, white plaster that the lighthouse appeared to 
have on its exterior walls. I associate to summers on 
Öland and cold cellar walls. I found the lighthouse 
cute, somehow. Especially after seeing the inside. 
The decorative details that could be found in a few 
places were awful. I have practically erased them 
from my memory because they were so aes-
thetically obnoxious.”

Other voices on Landsorts Fyr “The lighthouse towers above the old rigid con-
crete fortifications, once built to watch for po-
tential invaders, now only watching over the seal-
inhabited waters of the Swedish archipelago.
Bunkers closed and locked, muzzles stuffed and 
blocked.

The lighthouse itself: a colossus riskily assembled 
by the hands of expendables almost four hundred 
years ago. It bears witness to what humans can 
achieve with the ability to structure things. Stack-
ing one odd-shaped rock on top of another, turning 
them into a very organized and useful pile of rocks. 
Both building and maintaining it seemed like a 
nightmarish task. Until technology rendered it 
more or less irrelevant a few years ago. It’s still 
clearly the best tower for miles and miles in any 
direction though.”
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“A monument to the solitary stubbornness, 
something I can both recognize myself in and 
sympathize with. The location must have been 
chosen with the greatest care. Unusually in-
accessible, both by land and sea. (The intimidating 
municipal sign WARNING, FATAL DROP! becomes 
a part of the work.) A non-place, impossible to 
be put to use by people, animals or plants. 
A sterile morass of irregular boulders, surly and 
unwelcoming. And still settled, by a large, solitary 
termite who year after year has gathered drift-
wood and branches, built his towers in a termite’s 
mute, unfathomable and tireless way. The builder 
appears very present even in his absence, surly, 
unwelcoming. But – and herein lies the ambiguity 
of the work – the towers and the entrance tunnel 
are filled with inviting consideration, precisely 
placed holds and supports for the visitor’s hand 
and foot. The towers rise in organic shapes which 
express contempt for all that rulers and drawing 
boards can create. They exude the same stubborn 
perseverance and strength as the windswept trees 
on the precipices that surround them. The work, 
with its lone entrance and steeply inclined tunnel 
forces us to literally enter and become part of 
it, external observation becomes physically im-
possible. We are removed from our identities as 
conforming members of the human world. Here at 
the end of the tunnel we stand as silent, watching 
termites.”

Other voices on Nimis “Start walking from the bus stop; into the damp 
cold mist, along open fields with little homesteads 
scattered here and there. Slowly upwards to the 
beech forest, a thin fringe between land and sky; 
last year’s light brown leaves on the ground and 
leaf-buds raised into the air like pointed spears. 

Is this really the right way? Eventually the road 
ends at a gravelled parking lot. Wooden signs 
point out other destinations, other trails - but 
Google Earth leads us on, until we spot a wavily 
painted “     ” on a gray trunk. 

At that point, the path already leads downwards. 
The fog rests behind the ridge, apparently, and 
the sea stretches out far below and beyond. 
We slip across stones and roots in the shade of 
the north face - eyes fixed on the ground, or 
searching for the “N” sign reappearing occasion-
ally... until the incline suddenly steepens even 
more, leaving us at the open mouth of a strange 
passage; greyish branches and wooden scraps, 
pieced together with thousands of nails to a 
narrow, angular, winding tunnel, which none-
theless mostly consists of clefts and cavities. 
The whole thing seems to rest only upon a scarce 
few points – like an old willow, leaning half-
toppled over a lakeshore – and while I press ahead 
inside, the ground seems to turn itself away under 
my feet. A final twist spits me out on the rocky, 
windy beach. One, two constructions – three? 
– are towering high above me. Is there an 
entrance? Could I climb inside? I stumble around 
boulders, find lee, sit down. The towers resemble 
the tunnel turned upright. They’re not inviting. Like 
long-necked animals, they’re resting warily. They 
can do without us. I will not try to enter; I stay 
a guest on the sunless beach. Changing words with 
two or three other visitors, a cup of coffee to warm 
my hands. Coexisting.

Five minutes’ walk from Nimis, another con-
struction: the Arx. Built of stone, iron bars and 
concrete, like a nest or lair with portals and win-
dows opening to the horizon. More welcoming 
than Nimis, despite the harshness of materials. 
And somehow less attuned to the setting; more 
turned towards human values, perhaps?

Returning is always different. A long story made 
short, although the tunnel only with great re-
luctance lets us pass through once more.

I turn around; the scarp, the sky, the sea, the wind. 
As if Nimis is their tale, told in their own proper 
language.”
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“It took me a while to realize the building I was 
approaching was a church: cold, gray and bare, 
but in the end the church bells gave it away.

As soon as the door closed behind me, the world 
turned, if not quiet, then at least in a way dim, 
as though someone had turned down the opacity. 
There was a smell of something, too faint to detect 
and impossible to name. The walls were bare, 
the ceiling high, the doors illogical and unusual. 

A gentle swooshing reminding me of the world 
outside. That and my own footsteps were all 
I could hear. A calm settled over me as I walked 
through the building. The carpet covering a large 
part of the floor dampened my footsteps and 
added to my feeling of being not quite as much in 
a location as inside a feeling.

It seems as though the church has been created 
with the visitors’ feelings and senses in mind – 
to provide a chamber of peace and quiet where 
emotion and thought can flow free without 
the overwhelming amount of stimuli of the outside 
world, and that of all churches I have previously 
visited.

As we continued down to the stairs, I was struck by 
how it felt as if I was stepping down into another 
building. As calm, but more familiar and homely.

As we reached a sitting room, I could not take my 
eyes off a painting, hanging by a string. I did not 
much take note of the painting’s motif as I took 
note of the fact that it was hung on a nail, at-
tached to a plank nailed askew to the wall making 
it difficult to tell whether the painting was hanging 
straight or not. It, and the surprising yellow of 
the walls, the 19 SEK Ikea clock and the very 
scandinavian feeling sofas are the only things I 
remember from that area. Though calm, I found 
this area much less interesting.

I left it, remembering less about the building than 
about the quiet comfort it had given me, which 
as someone on the more sceptical side of agnosti-
cism seems to go against every fiber of my being.

I left the building feeling calmer than I have in 
a long time, and with less aversion to churches 
overall.”

Other voices on Bergshamra Kyrka “I really like the worship hall. It’s peaceful, bare 
and inviting. The concrete can feel raw, but 
I experience a warmth in the imprinted texture 
of the wood. The church is “retro”, reminding 
me of my childhood. It blends in well with 
the suburb’s centre, and is nearly invisible from 
the outside. But on the inside, it opens up like 
a clam revealing a pearl!”
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Part three:

So how can we talk about DESIGN?



For the final part of this thesis, I set out to articulate the reasoning behind aesthetic choices 
as made in the act of designing. This part acts as a second examination of the nature 
of aesthetic judgments, this time in the context of active form-making rather than passive 
perception. It also acts as a testbed for the ideas of the first two parts, to see how the insights 
made so far can be useful for architectural practice. The value of the “finished design” lies 
mainly in how it informs the reading of the process leading to it. This is not a design project.

What am I designing?
I have chosen to design a bathing pavillion. The program is simple and open-ended, stripping 
away many of the more ”non-aesthetic” design concerns involved in architecture. It’s also 
small, allowing me to articulate the design in a high level of detail. And as the purpose of such 
a building is the facilitation of experiences, the single-minded focus on aesthetic concerns in 
this exercise is “justified”.

And where?
I have chosen to locate the design at lake Edsviken, in the Bergshamra-Ulriksdal area just north 
of Stockholm. As part of the National City Park (Nationalstadsparken), it’s a very calm,  
curated and picturesque landscape, but it’s not an exclusive playground for the privileged. 
It lies nestled between the urban districts Kista and Bergshamra – both of which have hetero-
genous demographics and income levels below the national average – and it serves as a re-
creational area for inhabitants of both. The centrepiece of the area is its 17th century palace, 
accompanied by a baroque garden and an orangery. The immediate surroundings consist of 
more loosely curated parkland with a number of accompanying buildings including a theatre 
and a chapel, as well as a number of stylistically eclectic wooden villas. These “palace grounds” 
in turn are surrounded manly by forests and fields.

Another note

I originally planned to design a refuge (a simple shelter to be 
used during scientific expeditions and rescure missions) outside 
Esperanza Base on the Trinity Peninsula in Antarctica. This site 
and program were chosen to serve as a “blank slate” for aesthet-
ic experiments. With no urban context, no native architectural 
tradition, barely any typological precedent, and an extremely 
bare environment, no aspect of the design could be “derived” 
from outside sources, making it about as “pure” an exercise in 
aesthetics as an architectural project can be. The connection 
to the research station also lent the thesis a meaty symbolism of 
venturing into unknown territory for the sake of knowledge.

During the Theory part of the thesis I started to seriously doubt 
this decision, and midway through the writing portion of that 
phase I decided to choose a different site. The reason being 
that the relationship of a building to its surroungings is in-
extricable from the aesthetic experience. I realized I couldn’t cre-
ate an aesthetically defensible design based only on photographs 
of the place. I would need to choose a site I could repeatedly 
visit during the process of designing. 

A note

I could also have chosen to design a folly or unprogrammed 
pavilion, as the arguably most “purely aesthetic” type of building 
conceivable. I find, however, that some kind of purpose beyond 
the contemplation of the building as object in itself is necessary 
to make it an exercise in architecture. Referring back to the “es-
sence of architecture as an artistic medium”, the “form of life” 
encapsulated must consist of more than the contemplation 
of its encompassing shell. An unprogrammed pavillion is not so 
much architecture as it is “inhabitable sculpture”.

Functions:
○ Provide a place to dwell and socialize. 
 • Seating: facing good views and angled to facilitate conversation.
 • Table(s).
 • Mix of open and roofed outdoor area.

○ Facilitate bathing.
 • Enclosed space for changing.
 • Open platform.
 • Ladder.
 • Lifebuoy.
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By

formulating the vision
for this particular design task. Defining the idea of what the structure “should be like”, 
so I can then make purposeful decisions in relation to that goal.

• The structure should not be a landmark 
or otherwise overly assertive part of the scenery. The palace grounds belong to the palace, 
let it have them.

• The structure should be a place of leisure. 
Informal. Accommodating. Requiring little (effort or attention) from its inhabitants.

• The structure should be accepting 
The palace grounds are open to the public, but their grandeur can instill a sense that one is 
intruding on a place for better people. They embody and impose through their appearance 
ideals of wealth, perfection, and propriety. This structure, on the fringe, should instead 
acknowledge and embrace through its appearance the imperfections of human life. It shouldn’t 
strive to be intentionally ugly, but it should display an absence of self-sufficiency. A sense of 
incompleteness that leaves room for the visitor.

How to

BEGIN?

A general takeaway from the Theory part is that there is no single right way to design, 
though some ways might be better or worse. The aesthetic design process must consist of 
a series of personal judgment calls; calls worth making, and making conscientiously, yet 
always vulnerable to criticism.  

A general takeaway from the Observation part is that it’s less meaningful to talk about traits 
as inherently good or bad in themselves, than to talk about how they relate to the compo-
sition as a whole. This “whole”, in turn, can be thought of in terms of Winters’ idea of 
the form of life encapsulated. 

The Observations also provide a bank of concepts which can be referred to when relevant. 

Can I mention the concept of wabi-
sabi without sounding like a tool? 
Probably not. Oh well. WABI-SABI. 
There.

Fig. 9-11

Stillness • Humility • Kindness • Intimacy •
PresenceKeywords:

Revised, page 39.
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Which polygon to use as base?

Pentagon?

Intuitive correspon-
dence to human 
body. 
(4 limbs + head).
Appears more 
“loose” and “natural” 
than even-sided 
polys. Calm. Simple. 
Feels very suitable. 
(Stillness, intimacy, 
kindness)

Hexagon?

Referring back to The 
Axiality of Landsorts 
Fyr: embodies a very 
pure triangular logic.
Extremely calm & 
reconciled, which is 
suitable (Stillness), 
but also very “rigid”. 
Breakage would be 
jarring, due to mess-
ing with the infine 
order of equilateral 
triangles. The effect 
I want is imperfection, 
not disruption.

Heptagon?

Shares many of the 
pentagon’s qualities, 
but lacks its simplic-
ity and humanity.

Nonagon or beyond?

I mean at that point 
it’s practically just a 
circle.

(And we don’t want a 
circle because 
deformed cirlces are 
blobs and blobs are 
the go-to geometry of 
the uninspired trying 
to be different for 
different’s sake.)

Octagon?

Referring back to The 
Axiality of Landsorts 
Fyr: embodies an or-
thogonal logic. Rigid, 
bordering on dry. Not 
very suitable for my 
purposes. (Intimacy, 
kindness)

What kind of axial logic is appropriate?
Intuitively, a regular polygon feels right. Why?

Mostly, perhaps, because it’s an archetypal shape for these types of structures. 
(follies, gazebos etc.)

That’s not a legitimate reason to use it, for my purposes. Although it’s not an 
argument against it, either. My aesthetic aims imply neither adherence to, nor 
departure from, typological tradition.

Why have these forms become typological tradition, though?
By virtue of which aesthetic qualities?
Referring back to The Axiality of Landsorts Fyr:

• Departure from “mundane” programmatic(ally conditioned) 
orthogonal asymmetry. (In favour of contemplative leisure.)
 - APPROPRIATE. (Stillness, presence)

• Quasi-ceremonial elevation of simplicity in use.
 -APPROPRIATE. (Stillness, presence)

• Timeless sense of perfection & self-containment.
 -NOT APPROPRIATE. (Humility, intimacy, the whole wabi-sabi thing.)

But what if: 
compromised polygon?
It largely retains the quasi-ceremonial simplicity 
and non-orthogonal logic, but is rendered more 
human(e) and approachable (Humility, kindness) 
through perceived incompleteness.

It’s risky. It could just read as sloppiness or 
hostile subversion, either of which would go 
against my purposes. (Presence, kindness) 
The disruption(s) must be fairly subtle and 
sensitively executed.

It does seem like a promising way to go, though!

Ruptured gazebo 
Compromise the polygon by inscribing open 
and closed area in same shape, thereby evoking 
appearance of transience, as in ruins or projects under 
construction?

Could work. Still looks pretty conceptual and “whole” 
though. Would need to be broken down further.
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Exact Location?
This is the spot I want.
• As natural endpoint to 
second major path in the area, 
it’s a natural place to “end up” 
while strolling.
• Situated as the very edge 
of palace grounds, it appears 
as part of that public space 
but doesn’t radically intrude 
(Humility) on that already 
successful design.
• Close enough to palace to 
be “tinged” with its presence 
(& vice versa) but not so close 
as to establish an acute mas-
ter-subordinate relationship.

The problem:
Already occupied by the 
pier for a restaurant up 
the hill.
Honestly though: 
I’ll take the spot.
A public place to dwell 
is more important and 
more in line with the 
intents of the city park 
than shrimp toast sight-
seeing tours are.

In conclusion:
Further east?
No. Remainder of shore 
toward Stocksund
is foresty, steep & secluded, 
which could be nice site-
wise, but:
• It’s dotted with private 
piers. A built structure 
there would not appear 
available for public use. 
(Kindness)
• It’s more difficult to 
traverse, rendering a build-
ing there inaccessible to 
many. (Kindness, again)

Possible alternate 
spot?
No.
• Uncomfortably 
close to palace.
• Gentle incline 
into water feels 
“finished” as is, 
addition of built 
structure wouldn’t 
be an improve-
ment.
• Also there’s a 
bunch of geese.

Further north?
No.
There’s a long, me-
andering walk along 
the lakeshore, but 
there are no stand-
out points lending 
themselves to such 
interventions, and 
there are already 
sufficient places to 
rest/bathe.

How does the site relate to its surroundings?

Long-range view 
of WNW elevation 
from palace.

View towards palace.

Better side for bathing
• 0-3 m depths
• No boats

Worse side for bathing
• Boats
• 3+ m depth

Primary route of approach
• Fairy consistent view of S elevation, but par-
tially occluded by ash tree until final curve.
• Long downhill approach.
• Concluded in S-curve.

Tertiary route of approach
• Visibility occluded by reeds.
• Structure “rotates” in view from 
SE to S elevation.Secondary routes of approach

• Visibility occluded by reeds.
• Structure “rotates” in view from 
SW to S elevation.

How should the structure relate to the lake?
The platform of the structure ought to face W 
and/or NW, simply because that side lends itself 
better to bathing.

It’s safe to say that the views of the lake in general 
and the view of the palace in particular are valued 
by parkgoers. These views should be retained 
and premiered, respectively, in the design 
of the structure.

(These design choices are 
not so much tied to my 
particular aesthetic goals 
as they are common-sense 
responses to the conditions 
of the site, but nothing about 
the aesthetic goals contradict 
them.)

How should the structure 
relate to the shore?
For the sake of (Stillness) and (Intimacy), 
the structure should shield itself somewhat 
from the land to its immediate south. 
At the same time, it should signal itself 
as public and welcoming. (Kindness) 
These opposing aims can be reconciled by 
an opening accentuated, funnel-like, 
by inward slants on either side.

Approached on the paths from the east or 
the west, this will create a narrative experi-
ence where the entrance gradually reveals 
itself and opens up. Approached on the 
main path, from the front, the S-curve will 
create a similar but less pronounced effect.

Also: should it be placed entirely in the water 
and connected to land via bridge, or over-
lapping the shore? The former. 
The latter looks clumsy and awkward.

Why is clumsy and awkward bad, though? 
It’s technically kind of in line with my aims. 
But intuitively there’s a good kind of “off” 
and a bad kind of “off”. 

Let’s reflect a little on the difference!
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Tilt? 
A subtle vertical tilt, as observed in 
the towers of Nimis, evoke a slight off-
ness that could be suitable here (Humility, 
intimacy, the wabi-sabi thing). The key, 
though, is subtlety. Overly angular geo-
metry tends to appear bold and assertive, 
which would be counterproductive 
(humility, kindness). Somewhere in 
the 81°-89° range seems most suitable.

And inward, not outward. An inward tilt 
appears modest and accommodating. 
(Humility, kindness). An outward tilt 
does the opposite.

Good imperfection
Feels natural, resolved.

The forms found in entropy? 
(The curve of a sagging roof, the tilt of a tree.)

Averts order.

Sensitive, vulnerable.

Bad imperfection
Feels forced, sloppy.

Imprecise ideas executed with precision 
without compromise.

Strains against order.

Insensitive, careless.

versus

(The line between the two is 
not always clear, though.)

Fig. 13
Fig. 12

Fig. 14 Fig. 16

Fig. 15
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[Broad strokes program-solving interlude]

Not presented in-depth, as it is less relevant 
to the concerns of this thesis.

Synthesis: something like this?
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Outdoor area: 16 m²
Footprint: 26 m²

Buoy

How does it appear in three dimensions, so far?
Pretty bad, to be honest.

Sharp corner looks very aggressive. 
That’s bad. (Kindness)

Wall same height as 
building appears im-
posing and oversized. 
Also bad. 
(Kindness, intimacy)

Step is tiny and appears arbitrarily 
placed. Feels haphazard/careless. 
Bad. (Kindness)

Sun shades (corresponding with/extrapolated from 
skewed corner of plan) clash jarringly with roof 
of closed volume. Appears restless and disruptive, 
which is bad. (Stillness, kindness)
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Shape of roof
To make disjointment less jarring: 
how about splitting and terracing?

Consistent with theme of softening 
and compromising volume through 
fragmentation. Also, gradual descent 
looks settled/restful. (Stillness)

And let’s chop off those sharp corners.

Apply angle of 
main penta, w. 
shade edge at 
centre & radius 
of shade edge to 
main poly centre.

Centre of poly for 
whole building.

Rotation same as main penta Align corner w. seam 
between shades & cut.

Step: offset 
and extend
Solves the problem and causes 
“fragmentation” of boundary! Nice!

How to soften corners?
Rounding off? No. Geometrically 
inconsistent with overall formal 
language. (Also, filleted corners 
often look jarringly computer-
generated.)

Wear down with 5° angle shifts? 
No. Ends up looking rounded off 
in practice.

Chop it straight off (with a line 
drawn between two intersections 
equidistant from the edge)? 
Sure. It’s simple but works, and 
has no adverse side effects. 
No need to get fancy with everything.

An idea: detached walls/screens? 
The fragmentation/disjunction concept, as applied to sunshades and step, feels successful. 
Let’s do something similar with the walls and screens. Detach, offset, and extend.

Shape of bench
Generating geometry from 5° tilts 
and isosceles cuts to stay within 
a consistent language of forms.

Seat designed with a dip as 
if sagging to appear “settled”. 
(Stillness) Also because it’s comfy.

Geometry which consistently 
widens toward the base to appear 
“settled”. (Stillness)

What to do with the tilted walls at the cut corners?

Project a vertical wall from the edge of the chopped-off corner 
to intersect tilting walls and create soft (kind) “sanded-off” appearance.

Internal angle of walls

In an interior space, walls that 
tilt toward the beholder don’t 
feel aggressive the same way 
they do in an exterior space. 
They appear to enfold, rather 
than to impose. If overdone, 
it might feel claustrophobic. I think 
my 5° tilt, though, is gentle enough 
to just enforce the theme of 
(Intimacy). 

That said, the acute angle where 
wall meets floor is uncomfortable, 
which is bad for my purposes. 
I should project a perpendicular 
segment along the bottom 
to cut it off.

Referring back to a thing I did 
in the Ugly & Brutal studio, 
fall 2018.

“On the third model, I used 
a narrow slit to evoke 
a visceral unease; notions 
of getting stuck, or squashed, 
or of having to clean 
the damned space.”
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Observation: articulating structure
Framing and articulating the structure of a building tends to “defuse” its appearance. 
It appears more readable, less striking. More relaxed, less vivid. For my purposes 
(Stillness, humility, kindness), this is appropriate.A note I wrote, 2019-03-28

Revisited the site today to take extra photos/
measurements. First visit during warm/sunny 
weather. While I was there, two girls arrived 
with a blanket and sat down on the pier to talk 
about their lives. Dating problems, math tests, 
unfair teachers.

Minutes later, four elderly locals arrived 
to discuss whether the site of the pier was 
the spot where a certain painting was made. 
I spoke to them, told them I was working 
on an architecture project at the site. 
They looked horrified, said “we don’t want 
any projects here” and “What are you building 
– a Nobel Centre?” I told them I was designing 
a pavillion that wouldn’t be built. They said 
that sounded nice.

(The current debate about “ugly architecture” 
in Sweden has largely revolved around David 
Chipperfield’s proposal for a Nobel Centre)
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Layout of boards 
on deck?
If the step-board is to read as a 
fragmented continuation of the deck, 
the rest of the boards must have 
a similarly circumferential orientation.

Such a layout produces two notable 
effects. The inward propagation 
of the skewed corners creates 
a ripple effect of increasingly subtle 
imperfection. Not intentional, but nice!

The concentric polygons also create 
a strong “pull” toward the centre. 
Not unpleasant, but accidentally 
creates a focal point where there 
is no real reason to have one.

I also introduced ostensibly random gaps 
to make it look more home-made/
human/relatable. Honestly though, 
it just looks conceited. Referring back 
to the Stereotomy/Tectonicity 
of Landsorts Fyr: unselfconsciousness 
cannot be faked.

Redo deck with decentralized 
focal point?
Where? 
- Entry point at bridge? 
No, would appear to urge people to leave.

- In, or at, entrance of closed volume? 
No, seems to urge people to go change, which isn’t really 
the main activity here.

- Middle of seating area? 
Could work. That way, the actual midpoint is somewhat 
obscured, being implied rather than shown. There’s some-
thing sympathetically unobtrusive about that. (Humility) 

- Middle of open area? 
Could also work. Seems like the most natural hub/centre.

Here’s an idea: multiple centres. Each one is rendered 
less dominant, and the “instructions” of the pattern more 
ambiguous.

One inside closed volume, one at seating area, one 
in open space? Let’s try that.

New deck. Better?

Yes and no. Multiple centres works 
as intended, but zigzagging joints feels 
more dynamic than plumb cuts did, 
which is bad. (Stillness)

Reassessing my starting point
Looking at how my set of keywords have informed 
the process to far, “presence” is a vague and some-
what useless term. Also, the wabi-sabi thing is integral 
to my intent but doesn’t really emerge from the cur-
rent set of words. Let’s cross out “presence” and add 
“imperfection” to the list.

It’s not a perfect fit for the quality I’m trying to 
achieve. It’s be better described as “an absence 
of self-sufficiency”; an incompleteness that 
leaves room for, and resembles, its inhabitants.

As seen
on page 3�.
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Surfaces?
Brown wooden slats and ceramic tiles! I’m not 
going to pretend this choice is the result of 
a methodical process of elimination. The idea 
came to me fully formed when I decided to 
make a bathing pavillion.

That said, I think it can be justified by my aims. 
Wood is generally considered a warm and pleas-
ant material. (Kindness) The juxtaposition of 
smooth tiles and softly grained wood would be 
a striking but not unpleasant tactile experience. 
(Presence, intimacy) Their “earthy” qualities 
would evoke a sense of “groundedness” 
(Stillness, humility), while infused with a subtle 
and non-ostentatious sense of luxury by the 
gloss of the tiles. The widths, the lengths of 
the slats, and the presence/absence of tiles can 
also be subtly varied to enforce the theme of 
fragmentation.

Furthermore, the perceived depth of the ribbing 
will be enhanced in the raking light – and 
the gloss of ceramics in direct light – taking 
advantage of the structure’s varied angles in a 
manner similar to the rounded plaster wall of 
Landsorts Fyr.

Is the combination 
technically feasible?
It’s difficult, but I think it’s possible. Polyurethane 
sealants and adhesives are waterproof and elastic. 
Several brands of either advertise themselves 
as suitable for affixing ceramics to wood. 
Spruce has a radial moisture movement of 3.6% 
(from fully saturated to completely dry), and 
a moisture movement of up to 0.3% in the fibre 
direction. Polyurethane sealant has a deform-
abilitity of 25%. Using 25mm heartwood strips 
with 5mm of sealant in between, the former 
deforms up to 0.9mm, while the latter can absorb 
changes up to 1.25mm.

Spruce heartwood

Polyurethane 
adhesive

Ceramic tile

Polyurethane 
sealant

Still very bad.

This darling 
needs to be killed.

How does it look in colour? 
Quick and dirty test render.
Answer: Very Bad.

Looks like someone egged the wall with disco balls. 
Retro-futuristic, blingy, and completely out of line 
with what the design is supposed to be like. 

What if smaller tiles & covering lower percentage of 
wall?

Test: slats & tiles as surface in 
facade drawing.
25 mm tile, 50 mm wood
Looks extremely dense and busy. Bad. (Stillness) 
More in line drawing than it would in real life, 
probably, but still. Not promising.

50 mm tile, 50 mm wood 
(with different print settings)
Still very dense and uniform. Not very kind or 
intimate.

50 mm tile, 50 mm wood, random (ostensibly) 
variations in tile row length, and applied 
to actual shape/angle of walls. Maybe a small 
improvement, but looks haphazard/careless. 
(Bad off)
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Surfaces, let’s try again!
Since my precious intuitive idea was a failure, 
perhaps I should try to make considered 
decisions informed by my aims instead, after all.

Imperfection • Stillness • Intimacy • Humility • Kindness
Irregularity   but subtle. Distinct tactile 

qualities.  
Muted/desaturated 

colour(s)

Unconceited, 
“appropriate” materials.

Warm/light colour(s).

Soft, “accommodating” 
tactile qualities.

Wood is probably still a good idea. I’m frankly not a big fan of the tactile qualities of wood, 
personally, but the general consensus seems to be that it’s a pleasantly “soft” material. 
It’s the most natural, unconceited choice for the typology. Most types of wood naturally 
have warm, light, muted and not overly saturated colours.

The ceramics, on the other hand, should be ditched. They can easily be given appropriate 
colours, and are appropriately smooth to the touch. But this partial fit is not enough 
to justify the elaborate design solutions required to integrate them, and it feels like a self-
consciously contrived choice.

What about the subtle irregularity, though? Sawn wood put together with a modicum 
of rationality tends to form extremely regular structures. I could introduce artificial 
randomness, but as I’ve already seen with the varied rows of tiles and the “random” gaps 
in the deck-boards, this does not produce the desired effect. (Again, the Stereotomy/
tectonicity of Landsorts Fyr: nothing looks more pretentious than that which actively 
strives to look like it’s not.)

As observed in The Angles/Curves of Nimis, that work achieves a rich, uncontrived ir-
regularity by stealing it, from nature. I could straight up imitate Vilks and incorporate 
whole branches or logs. But I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s too organic, too expressive 
for my purposes. The shapes of Nimis take on a life of their own, as a moody organism. 
My design should be mindful of the emotions of its inhabitants, not the other way around. 
Also, the romanticized incorporation of natural objects in artificial designs often turns out 
off-puttingly tacky.

But: referring back to Good imperfection versus bad imperfection, the forms of good 
imperfection are found in entropy. Not necessarily nature. Can I use a material that defies 
my control and (subtly) deforms itself? Yes.

Canvas.

Although the varied 
texture of the grain 
fits nicely, if left 
exposed.

Fig. 17: Ew.

    –  

Methodological(/layouting) note:

I initially sorted my notes from the design 
process along axes for the set of seven formal 
property-types used in the Observation part 
of the project. (Axiality, Stereotomy/tectonicity, 
Angles/Curves, Proportions, Colours/textures, 
Light/Shadow, Placement). These property-types 
were useful when breaking down the whole 
of an existing building for analysis purposes, 
but they are not very useful as tools for design. 
The moment-to-moment questions of design 
present themselves naturally, the categories 
are in this context superfluous and tacked-on. 
I therefore removed them from the presentation 
of the Design phase, at around this point 
of the process.
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Shell and flesh
This is an aspect of the design that, I think, has implicitly 
been brewing for a while and should be articulated.

The aims of kindness/intimacy on one hand and humility 
on the other have an uneasy relationship. I want the design 
to be at once plain and inviting. The solution I’ve been gravi-
tating toward (more or less unconsciously, and inconsistently) 
is to differentiate the “outward” and “inward” elements. 
This seems like a useful concept, so I’ll define the boundary 
between the two and apply it consciously going forward.

Reserved (but not hostile). 
Unassuming. Shy.

Generous (but not showy). 
Welcoming. Vulnerable.

Division of elements
For the sake of visual coherence (Stillness), the number of different surface-types 
should be kept fairly low. Therefore: grouping together elements with similar 
properties to give them the same material treatment.

Shell

- Outside of walls facing lake

- Rim of platform
- Rim of bridge.

- Top side of roof
- Top side of sun shades

Flesh

- Inside of walls
- Ceilings
- Vertical/structural parts of     
  furniture

- Deck of platform
- Deck of bridge
- Seating, backrest, tabletop

- Front of walls facing 
  platform

Load-bearing framework.
Brighter, warmer colour.
Wooden posts, light.

Stable surfaces, accommodating 
to touch. Brighter, warmer colour.
Wooden boards, light.

Surfaces. Needn’t be able 
to carry a person. Brighter, 
warmer colour.
Canvas, light.

Won’t really be perceived 
from eye level. 
Something functional. 
EPDM rubber.

Rigid framework. 
Duller colour.
Wooden posts, dark.

Surfaces. Needn’t be able to 
carry a person. Duller colour.
Canvas, dark.
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Canvas, 
more specifically?
Referring back to the colours and textures 
of Landsorts Fyr, the oiled larch can be 
expected to have some of the same 
qualities as the red paint of the lighthouse 
cupola. Its radiance and warmth are 
good for my purposes, but if allowed to 
dominate the space it could easily turn 
overbearing. Like in the case of Lands-
orts Fyr, I think it would be good to 
“soften” and “carry” it with surfaces of 
plain white. The canvas for the “flesh” 
of the structure serves this purpose well.

The “shell” canvas should, I believe, have 
an actual colour, albeit a dark and muted 
one. I personally think black or grey would 
be beautiful, but it would probably appear 
too melancholy for my purposes. As 
the white canvas and black of the charred 
larch are “neutral”, I needn’t worry about 
the colour of the canvas clashing with 
them. It needs, however, to go well with 
the golden hue of the oiled larch.

Two fairly reliable ways to find colours 
that go well together, I think, are corre-
spondence and contrast. Taking the larch 
as yellow-orange, a darker shade of 
the same would be brown, whereas 
the complementary colours are in 
the purple-blue range. Just to be 
thorough, though, let’s sample the rest 
of the spectrum too.

Red
The combination of red and gold 
looks regal, warm and rich. Pleasant, 
but not very humble.

Purple
As with blue, elegant contrast. 
Somewhat warmer, and with 
a subtly enticing appearance 
appropriate to the typology, 
but still calm and modest. 
Let’s go with this one!

Brown
Looks very cohesive, as expected. 
On its own, probably my favourite 
combination of the bunch. In 
context, though, brown canvas 
might appear too frugal and utili-
tarian, crossing the line from 
humble to uninviting, which is bad. 
(Intimacy, kindness).

Blue
Slick, sharp contrast as expected. 
Very cold, though, bordering 
on hostile.

Green
Foresty and pleasant, but 
the “military surplus” connotations 
of green canvas poses a similar risk 
to that of the brown.

Purple it is.

Wood, more specifically?
The contrast between dark and light required by the shell/flesh division 
is best achieved through different finishes. The types of wood naturally 
dark enough to set up a good contrast are too exclusive to read as 
humble, too delicate, and/or ethically dubious to use.

So: One type of wood (which ought to be moisture-resistent and sturdy) 
given two treatments. Both somewhat mild and subdued, but one warm-
er and brighter whereas the other is darker and duller. The former must 
be pleasant to the touch, though for the latter that’s less important. 
They should have a clear and satisfying contrast. Let’s go with:

Larch  –  Oiled and Charred, respectively.

Application of canvas, outside

If simply draped over the structure, the canvas might appear 
too much like a tarpaulin. It might be read as a provisional, 
utilitarian solution that just got left in place. Interpreted 
as such, it may be perceived as an eyesore, regardless of 
its actual appearance.

I need to frame it in such a way that it appears intentional 
and permanent. If at the same time I can articulate 
the structure, that’s a bonus!

So, a technical solution along these lines? (Plan view)

Application of canvas, inside

I also need a layer of white 
canvas on the inside to maintain 
the shell/flesh distinction, and- 
hey! I can use that to cut off 
the sharp angle where wall 
meets floor! Nice. Something 
like this:

The “cushion”  effect of sagging 
canvas would look soft and cozy, 
which suits my purposes. But 
both layers of canvas, though, 
need to be taut/vertical enough 
to avoid collecting water.

“Shell” 
canvas

“Flesh” 
canvas

Canvas

Post

Moulding (can be unscrewed if 
canvas needs to be replaced)

Shape of entrance
Referring back to the proportions of Nimis, 
the narrow passageways of that structure 
contract just slightly beyond what a human body 
can conveniently fit through, forcing visitors 
to adapt themselves to its shapes. As a result, 
the structure appears hostile, or rather, 
indifferent. In this design, I want to achieve 
the opposite result (Humility, kindness), 
but retain a scale comparable to that of Nimis. 
(Intimacy) The opening, therefore, should 
do the inverse of what Nimis does: it should 
appear to adjust itself to the human body, to fold 
itself out of the way and make room.

Also: canvas from left side, 
outside, can be draped 
over the separator to 
create inviting inward flow. 
(Intimacy)
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Window openings
The interior of the closed volume should receive 
light in such a way that it enhances the aesthetic 
experience of its shapes. As the space is used 
for changing, the openings must not let people 
see inside. If facing the platform or neighbouring 
pier, they ought to be above eye level. If facing 
the lake, above any fun parts. To avoid feeling 
claustrophobic, the space should have at least 
some opening allowing people on the inside 
to look outside. So: multiple openings above 
eye level to the southeast-south-southwest, and 
at least one opening at eye level to the north 
or northeast.

The precise beams cast by direct light can enhance 
the aesthetic experience of the structure’s shape-
language in two ways; by assuming the outline 
of the aperture through which it enters, and by 
articulating the volume enclosed by the surface 
onto which it is projected.

To take advantage of this, I should design 
the openings, at least in the south-facing half, 
in such a way that they derive their shapes from 
the canvas. I should also position them in such 
a way that the light falls on the “cushion” shapes 
of the interior canvas, but that’s quite unavoidable 
anyway.

Openings formed by canvas hanging from point?

The most straightforward way to derive entropic shape from 
the material. 

The simplest execution would be: flat sill with canvas hung from 
single point, forming a sagging triangle. Sharp corners could be 
read as aggressive, but frankly I think the perceived softness and 
lightness of the canvas prevents that from being a problem.

I could create more complex shapes as well, but should keep 
in mind that the canvas mustn’t form permanent pits where water 
can collect.

Some parameters 
to play with:

• Number of points 
from which to hang.
• Sill or seam as bottom.
• Symmetry or no.
• Proportions.

Apertures and angles of light

Light projected through an aperture onto 
an oblique wall causes the shape of the aper-
ture to be extended in the projection. Light 
projected through an oblique aperture causes 
the shape of the aperture to be compressed, 
as well as to be deformed into a common over-
lap of the aperture boundaries at all depths, 
in the projection.

Orientation of daylight 
in relation to the interior space

Visitors of the interior space will see projections from the E wall 
wander from the NW to NE wall, elongated at first, then increasingly 
compressed until disappearing. As the E projections near the end 
of their journey, projections from SE will wax into existence near 
the N corner, elongated but cut off by the divider. Those will wander 
across the NE to the E wall, where they’ll be extremely elongated in 
the early afternoon and then gradually compressed again. Meanwhile, 
compressed projections from the SW wall will appear on the NE wall 
and wander over to the E wall, widening on the former and compress-
ing on the latter. They will be accompanied by light from the entrance 
squeezing past the divider to hit the E wall.

What to do with 
this information?
The light from the SE being cut off by the divider is 
a neat effect to observe. This wall should have 
a larger, contiguous opening to take advantage, 
possibly with a more complex shape. The pro-
jections from the SW wall will generally be split 
across the NE/E corner, shrinking on one wall 
and widening on the other. This effect might be 
conveyed most neatly if the wall has multiple, 
identical openings, Assuming people generally face 
away from the benches, the appearance 
of the opening(s) in the E wall is more important 
than the beams of light they produce; their shape(s) 
should be whatever best complements the com-
position as a whole. Similarly, the opening(s) 
of the NW wall can be determined by what looks 
best in the exterior volume, as seen from 
the platform. The NE wall should offer a view 
of the lake. The latter two can also be moderated 
to let in an appropriate level of ambient light.

44Chasing Swans • Design



Spouts
The roofs need some way to deposit water. 
Here’s an idea: rainspouts designed as 
partial extensions, to reinforce the theme 
of fragmentation. (Imperfection)

Shape of bridge
It ought to be fairly simple and straightforward, 
not calling undue attention to itself. (Humility, 
and experiential hierarchy) But it should be 
designed with an intention as to how it shapes 
the moment of passing between the shore 
and the pavillion.

Plain, straight, parallel bridge as base

Funnel shape
before the bridge, at the shore, 
to signal itself as public and ac-
cessible. (Kindness)

Treshold
at the start of the bridge to evoke 
a sense of sanctuary, of 
“leaving the world at the door”. 
(Stillness, intimacy, and amplifica-
tion of the experience 
as a whole.)

Transition
along the bridge. From order 
to (Imperfection), from openness 
to (Intimacy). To gradually build 
up the aesthetic “mood” of 
the structure during the moment 
of approach.
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Deterioration as design
The canvas and the wood will both be noticeably affected by the forces of nature 
over time. Waterproofing, oiling and charring ought to halt the deterioration 
somewhat, so the structure remains useable. But the visual weathering should be 
embraced, as entropic form. These effects will in some regards weaken my design 
intentions, in some regards strengthen them, but mostly they will add a layer 
of non-arbitrary visual richness and imperfection.

The challenge lies in framing them in such a way that their aesthetic qualities 
are properly conveyed. Similarly to the tarp-pavillion problem, the instinctive 
response of “ew, damage” must be bypassed before these features can be 
appreciated as form. 

Fading

Will affect the surfaces oriented E-S-W, 
particularly the south-facing coloured 
canvas. The dark purple will partially turn 
a mellow lavender while the oiled larch loses 
some of its lustre, compromising the colour-
ful-drab dichotomy of the shell-flesh theme 
somewhat, but maintaining a similar balance 
between the two.

Tear

The south-facing canvas will also over time 
have its fibres broken down by UV 
radiation. By patching up any tears with 
canvas somewhat darker than the original, 
the surfaces can retain a fairly dark overall 
appearance, and gain some additional rug-
gedness, with the older, faded canvas 
appearing as “cracks”. To be perceived 
as pattern rather than flaw, the canvas used 
for patching should vary slightly in hue, 
from a little more blue to a little more red.

Moisture damage

Despite waterproofing, the long and uneven exposure 
to moisture will eventually cause patches of brownish dis-
colouration on the canvas. The warm, subdued colours 
and softly irregular shapes of such patches suit my aesthetic 
aims, but they run an even greater risk than the fading 
and patching of being perceived merely as signs of neglect 
and decay. By applying a secondary layer of waterproofing 
through patterned stencils, the pattern will be revealed 
by the moisture damage and recontextualize the latter as 
an aesthetic element. The pattern itself ought to be 
as straightforwardly, inoffensively “pretty” as possible, 
serving mostly as a symbolic shorthand for “decorative-ness”. 
A meandering floral motif seems appropriate. 

Settling

The poles carrying the structure will eventually 
settle somewhat in the riverbed, causing subtle 
shifts and tilts. The bridge is equipped with 
more supports near the shore and fewer near 
the pavillion so the outer parts will settle more 
over time, enhancing the transition from regular-
ity to imperfection.

Fig. 18

Fig. �0

Fig. 19

And with that, the design phase has reached its END.
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SO?
This project is bonkers. It was an impossible 
undertaking from the beginning, and it never 
became possible along the way. It’s an attempt 
to tackle one of the most fundamental aspects 
of architecture – of the human condition in gen-
eral, really – within the span of a few months. 
It’s an open provocation against both sides 
of the contemporary “ugly buildings” de-
bate, launched from a position of utter
vulnerability and uncertainty. Its execution
has been a perpetual crisis (albeit a very
methodical one), and parts of the product 
are shallow, pretentious, or ill-informed. 

But then, it had to be that way. This project 
was born of a feeling of not knowing where 
to begin to talk about aesthetics, as well as 
a conviction that I wasn’t alone about it. Were 
I to start a diploma project about the subject 
now, I would narrow it down to a more spe-
cific question that could be explored in greater 
depth. But this project was needed to get me 
to a place where I’m able to do that. Hope-
fully, it can assist others in getting to a similar 
place in an easier and more dignified manner. 

Finding relevant texts for the Theory phase was 
difficult. Not knowing where to begin, I didn’t know 
where to begin. The original reading list – assembled 
from what I was aware of, what I could find, and 
what my supervisors suggested – was an eclectic mix 
of varying relevance, with an overemphasis 
on historical sources. I found or was recommended 
many of the most pertinent texts only near the end 
of the project, and as a concequence the Theory phase 
is awkwardly disconnected from the other two. 
In itself, though, I think it’s the most  worthwhile part 
of the project. It introduced me to many fascinating 
ideas and let me better understand where my 
personal interests and values lie. More importantly, 
it helped me assemble something like a big picture 
where the bits and pieces I already knew (a word 
from a critic, a slide in a lecture, a quote on a tote 
bag) found their place and started making sense. 
Hopefully I’ve managed to hint at a few ideas that 
other people will find intriguing and explore 
on their own.

I had hoped that the Theory phase would give me more 
of a framework for the Observation phase than it did. 
The set of property-categories I ended up applying 
is a makeshift one, and it shows. In  addition to 
the changes made to them during the observations, 
I now believe I was missing a category for detailing 
or for the relationship between design elements at 
different scales, that the Proportions may not 
have deserved a category of their own, and that 
the Angles/Curves category was an imprecise 
approximation of a larger question of shape-
language in general. Many of the observations are 
also very banal: the type of things anyone could 
come up with if they just stopped to think about it 
for fifteen seconds. That said, the same is true for a lot 
of knowledge. I believe there is value in having 
actually stopped to think about it, and in the sheer 
volume of observations accumulated. I also find that 
the juxtaposition of my observations with others’ 
descriptions served its purpose well as a study 
of the nature of aesthetic experience. 

Such a method of comparison wouldn’t work as well 
for the Design. If I ask people to comment on my own 
work, they just feel compelled to say something nice. 
So that’s left as an exercise for the reader: to de-
termine what effects my decisions had on the design 
as perceived by you, compared to what they 
were meant to achieve. The methods were, again, 
more makeshift than I’d hoped, but the exercise 
was nonetheless rewarding. Such a process of step-
by-step articulation is not a viable method for de-
signing an actual building – nor was it meant to be – 
but the ability to identify the reasons behind 
a given aesthetic choice and evaluate them 
in relation to the aims of the project is a very useful 
skill to train. I also think the final design looks nifty, 
but that’s somewhat beside the point. 

This project aimed to develop my own under-
standing of aesthetics, and to get other people 
talking (and thereby, thinking) about the subject. 

Getting good at aesthetic reasoning will be a 
lifelong project. But now, unlike six months ago, 
I have a foundation on which to stand. I’ve at-
tained a basic vocabulary of concepts, as well as 
some sense of what the discourse is like. I have 
an idea of where I stand as an architect-to-be, 
and an idea of which direction to go. 

And the project has certainly made people talk. 
Crits and supervisions have consistently gone far 
over time. Some have disagreed strongly (and 
often insightfully) with my claims, others agreed 
as strongly. Few if any, though, have been indif-
ferent. 

As such, the project has successfully achieved its 
goals. Bonkers though it may be.

Part four:
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Figure credits:

First poster
Fig. 1: Zaha Hadid Architects, Havenhuis. Photo: Stijn Hosdez.
Fig. 2: Illustrations from Ernst & Peter Neufert, Architect´s data, superimposed on Claude Monet, The 
Wheat Field. Collage by me.
Fig. 3: Antoni Gaudí, Cripta de la Colònia Güell. Photo: Jordi Gerrer.
Fig. 4: Tadao Ando Architects & Associates, Liangzhu Village Cultural Art Centre. Photo: Zheng Shi.
Fig. 5: Marco Bittner Rosser, set design for Only Lovers Left Alive. Photo: Luis Neuenhofer.
Fig. 6: Ma’daan village. Photo: Nik Wheeler
Fig. 7: Ellie Abrons, Translations research seminar. Photographer not named.

Second poster
Fig. 8: Georg Varhelyi, scale model of Bergshamra Kyrka. Photographer not named.

Third poster
Fig. 9: Kolbeinn Karlsson, artwork from 32 Män i Vila project.
Fig. 10: Cédric Abt, Son de Pluie version 2
Fig. 11: Tove Jansson, illustration for Sent i November
Fig. 12: City of Shibam. Photo: Jialiang Gao
Fig. 13: Alvar Aalto, Kolmen Ristin kirkko. Photo: Georg Mayer
Fig. 14: Peter Söderman, Svalbard globale frøhvelv. Photo: Christoffer Hjalmarsson
Fig. 15: Rafael Viñoly Architects, 20 Fenchurch Street. Photo: a mysterious entity only known as Colin.
Fig. 16: Kuryłowicz & Associates, Wójcikiewicz Hotele. Photographer not named.
Fig. 17: Serenity Stumps and Cutting Boards, Log Coffee Table. Also known by the name Wood Stump  
 End Table Decor Modern Also Beautiful Coffee Tables Tree Trunk Reclaimed For Log Square 
 Legs Inch Round Dining Black Drawer Heritage Henredon Live Edge Cocktail Rustic. 
 Photographer not named.
Fig. 18: Marcel Breuer and Abraham Elzas, De Bijenkorf. Photo: Ralf Streithorst
Fig. 19: Donato Bramante, Palazzo dei Tribunali. Photographer anonymous.
Fig. 20: Herzog & De Meuron, Atelier Rémy Zaugg. Photographer anonymous. 

All remaining pictures made or taken by me.

Speaking of which: a big “thank you” to Göran Ridnert 
of Svenska Kyrkan Solna for being inordinately helpful during 
my observations of Bergshamra Kyrka. I visited the church 
archives hoping to photograph a plan or two. I left with 
photocopies of everything from early conceptual sketches 
to acoustic tests, and maybe an hour’s worth of oral history.

Pallasmaa would be proud.
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Appendix A: Representations of final design
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Appendix B: Documentation of physical presentation
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