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BORIS BRORMAN JENSEN
UNDER THE SKIN:

AN INTROSPECTIVE PORTRAIT

It has been my great privilege to get to know Reiulf Ramstad’s work
over the course of our friendship. We previously collaborated as
external examiners at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design.
Fora number of years, this gave us an opportunity to discuss design,
architecture, and planning with one another and with the students
at the Oslo School. As a result, the foundation for a friendship was
laid, one that later came to include the work on this book.

Before we became acquainted, | had been not familiar with Reiulf’s
work. In fact, Reiulf was the one to introduce me to his architecture—
through our many discussions, our work meetings at the office, and
our shared journeys. Together we have visited Italy, Germany,
Denmark, and Norway, sharing good experiences and engaging in
discussions about our profession, about culture, about passions,
desires, and dreams. The experience has been incredibly rewarding,
and | have never felt so close to another architectural oeuvre. My
understanding of his work is very proximate to his own, and | know
that some of his ideas and perceptions have sprung from our many
conversations. As a writer and an independent architecture critic,

perhaps | should have been more of a fly on the wall—a more
neutrally observing narrator. But | have been seduced. My work
on this book project is purely con amore—driven by uncondi-
tioned sympathy and admiration for the architect and his work.
I have not yet had the opportunity to ask Reiulf Ramstad to
design my own home, but this book contains all of the archi-
tectural features | would wish to have as the setting for every-
day family life.
The projects in the book at hand display a wide range: from
small, private summerhouses to universities and other large
public facilities. Included are buildings made of wood, brick,
steel, concrete, and glass, yet-unrealized competition proj-
ects, and “virtual projects” in the form of selected
drafts from Reiulf’s private sketchbooks. Some of
the projects were completed more than fifteen
years ago, while others have not yet been occupied.
We have chosen to include this range of diversity in
order toillustrate how architecture often develops
in processes that stretch over several years. Good
architecture requires a close and intimate presence
throughout the whole process: from the initial con-
ceptual drafts, which are often siteless and vague, to
project completion and postoccupancy follow-up.
Reiulf Ramstad and his talented team have the ability
to provide this careful kind of presence. Several of them have
been on the team from the very beginning, surely because
Reiulf is not only a talented architect, but also a truly warm
and unpretentious person. Such qualities foster a sense of
pleasure that is reflected in the projects, all of which are driven
by a genuine dedication to humanist values. The whole gamut

of projects demonstrates an ongoing focus on human aspects—a
well-developed material sensibility and a contextual awareness
that unfold without any misplaced nostalgia. Many of the projects
have anincredibly exclusive appearance, which results not from
extravagant budgets, but rather from a strong grasp of very basic
gualities. In my assessment, the projects define a new kind of luxury
that exploits the influx of light and frames perception to enhance
anticipation and drama, thus staging every-
day functions in a way that creates extraor-
dinary spaces. His projects define a new kind
of luxury through a careful management of i
resources that combines the poetry of sim- . =
plicity with gratuitous qualities: the heat and :_ =
color engendered by the sun, the endless o/
drama of the horizon, the elevated perspec-

tive of the terrain, the lush interplay of shadow and light in the tree
crowns, the murmur of a brook, and the sky that gently roofs the
outdoor space. These are immediate qualities that enrich the indi-
vidual without creating isolated, private utopias. The projects dis-
play an obvious delight in and passion for nature and landscapes,
as wellas a profound cultural sensibility. Reiulf's architecture
installs an “urban man” in the middle of nature and rethinks the
sense of being “Nordic.”

WHAT IS THE NORDIC QUALITY
IN ARCHITECTURE?

Nordic architecture has long been viewed as
distinct from both the classic southern European
architecture and the so-called international
modernism. This self-perception as critical
regionalism and locally rooted architectural
tradition has become established over time
and, in my view, is on the brink of a renaissance.
Developments in Norway spark hope of renewal
in particular. Viewed from the outside, such evolution might
be seen as a counter-wave to Dutch-inspired mainstream
architecture, which unfolds its conceptual universe through
diagrams and has been celebrated especially for a conceptual
exploration driven by a distinctive form of postmodern irony.
While differences may be noted, of course, there are also new
and intriguing examples of cross-fertilization between these
presumed opposites in European architecture.
Reiulf Ramstad’s highly sophisticated use of wood and tile in
particular breathes new life into a vernacular building tradition
that, to some extent, has been unappreciated and discredited
by the purist architecture of the modern breakthrough. The
modernist fathers associated the classic mate-
rials of tile and wood with old labor-intensive
craftsmanship. Considering these materials
obsolete, they aimed to supplant them with
methods of industrialization. Reiulf’s archi-
tecture provides an unsentimental link to the
premodern architectural tradition.
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He evokes a material sensibility that, in my

eyes, represents a new mind-set, one that

is equally unprejudiced and undogmatic. His

compositional repertoire has a clear, con-

temporary character, but it also represents

original typological studies that creatively

challenge the potential of cost-efficient and rational industrial-
ized construction. Like Rem Koolhaas, Reiulf likewise pursues a
pragmatic and critically reflective curiosity toward the modern
building industry—a general condition for most contemporary
architects regardless of country, be it the Netherlands, Spain, or
Norway. In my view, skepticism of modern construction processes
is not a matter of critical regionalism. | have little confidence in the
national-romantic and later totalitarian concepts of the nation as
a privileged identity marker. The search for character or a locally
rooted identity is quite legitimate in my mind and might appropri-
ately be based on differences in climate and landscape. Norway has
amazing landscapes that significantly differ from Dutch, Danish,

or Italian landscapes. Among the uplifting aspects of Reiulf's land-

scape projects are their unparalleled contextual sensibility and their

poetic sense of natural scenography, which, for good reason, are a
far cry from Dutch polder urbanism. Yet this does not necessarily
make the various approaches antithetical.

Indeed, the traditional opposition between the Nordic tradi-
tion and classical southern European architecture is not inher-
ently clear-cut. Reiulf Ramstad graduated from the school of
architecture in Venice, and ever since his first day as an archi-
tecture student he has been influenced by the likes of Aldo
Rossi and Carlo Scarpa. With his love of southern Europe and
his fluency in Italian (with a Venetian accent), Reiulf is con-
sidered something of an “outsider” by Norwegian architects—
although early in his career he formed a connection with the
Norwegian architect Sverre Fehn, whose distinctive idiom and
expressive use of materials are, to a certain extent, carried
on by Reiulf in new, independent interpreta-
tions. Fortunately, the current picture con-
tains considerable variation. Cultural trends
overlap, as Carsten Thau writes in his essay.
Geography itself seems to shift when the
periphery, as Reiulf puts it, is perceived and
addressed as a position that is both exclusive
and urban at the same time. And, one might
ask, where does the Nordic region actually
begin? Does character align with the climate? I'm not sure. On
several occasions, Reiulf has shown me photos from his trav-
els in China and the United States, where buildings and land-
scapes of the two countries appear magically familiar.

COMMITMENT TO BEAUTY

Last summer, as Reiulf and | were sitting on the terrace at his sum-
merhouse on a smallisland in southeastern Norway, discussing the
general outline of this book, he suddenly said something that clari-
fied our discussion: “I think the book ought to demonstrate that life
is beautiful” We had just returned from a swim and were enjoy-

ing the late afternoon sun over a glass of wine, and | immediately
agreed. That should be the book’s mission, as it is indeed his mission
as well: vesting architecture with the ability to convey the beauty
of life.

Though his comment made sense instantly, it has since given me
ample food for thought. From my years as a teacher, critic, and
freelance architecture writer, | have long been immersed in the
experience of describing and explaining architecture. | am trained
ininterpreting spatial concepts, placing architecture into historical
and cultural contexts, and evaluating the capacity of architecture
to meet a specific purpose, building codes, et cetera. Reading and
understanding various principles of proportionality and stylistic
genres come easy to me, and | have a clear
sense of what | find beautiful. Yet despite this
background, | cannot essentially say what
precisely makes some architecture beautiful.
To me, architectural beauty has always had

a self-explanatory force. Generally, beauty
tends to rob me of words! In my work, I am
always searching for beauty, and when | find
it, a feeling that appears to elude my intellect
overcomes me. The sense of beauty is seated in the body, or so it
seems, where it ignites a fundamental joy of living, as Reiulf pointed

out. There was a time where | thought of
architectural beauty as an absolute prop-
erty—something privileged or unique in the
architectural object itself. Reiulf Ramstad’s
architecture has given me a new perspective.
Just as gravity bends space, causing planets
to follow elliptical orbits around the sun, it
is my experience that architectural beauty
can also act as a force that seizes space and
affects its surroundings. The beauty of the
Trollstigen project, for example, is not a qual-
ity that resides in the individual object—in
a particular feature. It is a force field that penetrates all of
our senses. And this is evident in the visitors. A visible, physi-
cal effect is noticeable. People stop, are drawn in, and begin
to touch things. The pulse quickens, people are startled and
smile, for they see that life and the world are beautiful. It was
the same sensation | had last summer, when Reiulf and | sat
on the summerhouse terrace. Architecture that lifts up the
senses and satiates the body with a sense of beauty need not
be spectacular, opulent, or exclusive. Beauty emanates a spa-
tial force field that may be aroused by very simple means. First
and foremost, it requires a well-developed sense of empathy,
an attribute that Reiulf Ramstad certainly possesses.
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In one of our conversations, Reiulf explained

how he tries to act like “a woman” on the

building site. This metaphor does not reflect a

prejudice of beauty as a particularly feminine

feature, but rather a fundamental awareness

that good architecture calls for something

“else,” something that reaches beyond rational

approaches. Creative processes are often profoundly irrational. Creat-
ing good architecture requires knowledge and rational decisions, but
it also feeds on empathy. Much of what is taught in a school of archi-
tecture actually centers on rationalizing the idiosyncratic paths we
must take to reach our goal. However, the quest for beauty should not
be a hidden agenda, and | admire Reiulf for his ability to offer qualified
opposition to blind rationality—for his advocacy of those aspects of
architecture that cannot be put into a formula. This is a true balancing
act, and his approach reflects a clear ambition to facilitate encounters,
though I know he is skeptical of the notion that architecture should
strive for the same degree of autonomy as do free art forms. Reiulf
Ramstad speaks with similar passion about the pragmatic conditions
of architecture, sophisticated high-tech construction processes, CNC

technologies, and the potentials of the many new building com-
ponents, which have made it possible to construct wooden high-
rises, for example. The fathers of modern architecture,
similarly, dreamed of utilizing the production approaches
of early industrialization and devoted their full creative
capacity to learning about these processes. Essentially,
the key is to treat the prevailing economic conditions as
an aesthetic dimension. After all, functionalism did not die
because it ran out of rational solutions or new technolo-
gies. It died because it ran out of beauty. And unless thereis
a constant commitment to beauty, as Reiulf points out, no
reason to continue on remains.

THE ART OF FLOATING ON THE LANDSCAPE

The countries of Norway, Finland, and Sweden offer their citi-
zens and visitors the so-called “everyman’s right,” which in
principle opens up nature to unfettered exploration. Not only
do these countries have vast expanses of nature; from a legal
perspective, nature is part of public space. Much of public life
in Norway unfolds in the natural environment. Thus, as
Carsten Thau points out, neither nature nor landscape
stand in opposition to the city and its public space.
Both the landscape itself and public outdoor living

are constantly present, even in Norway'’s largest city,
Oslo. This mind-set is a key feature of Reiulf Ramstad’s
architecture, it seems to me. Most Norwegian archi-
tects might say, well, of course! Yet if this mind-set
and the ability to employ a fluid boundary between
architecture and landscape are strongly pronounced

in Reiulf’'s work, it may be because he studied “abroad”
and thus has the capacity to take a fresh look at taken-
for-granted aspects. Striking in this context is, of course, how
the academy and the city that shaped him actually “float” on

the sea. | cannot help seeing Carlo Scarpa’s buildings, which are

inundated by the wavy landscape of the tides, as a key men-
tal motif for Reiulf. When he describes himself as an expert

in positioning urban elements amidst landscapes, an image
of Venice likewise clearly arises in my mind’s eye. Traditional
Norwegian architecture seems to have come to terms with
the constant presence of the landscape. This is evident in the
way most Norwegian villages are neither town nor landscape,
but something in between. As | see it, Reiulf’s architecture

addresses this fluid boundary anew. It is less entropic, with the
connectedness between building and landscape preserved, yet
the contrast is slightly dramatized, as in the villages of south-

ern Europe. | do not see this as a mere transfer-

ence of Latin virtues. A Norwegian character

remains at play. If the “Roman” interpretation of

theriverin the city is condensed in the elegant 63
opulence of the Trevi Fountain, a far more tur-

bulent and untamed vision of nature is embod-

ied in Reiulf Ramstad’s landscape framings. Like

the way Trollstigen pushes you over the abyss.
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BORIS BRORMAN JENSEN
IN CONVERSATION WITH
REIULF RAMSTAD

Boris Brorman Jensen: | often meet with colleagues around the
world who are taken by Nordic architecture. In a way this is para-
doxical, in a Danish context at any rate, since there have been
discussions over the past few years about how meaningful it is to

use a term about Danish architecture as an autonomous entity.

Not because there’s anything wrong with Danish architects’ self-
esteem, nor because national identity markers are considered

invalid, but because globalization has changed the way architec-
tural offices operate. Most major Danish firms earn the greatest
proportion of their revenue from projects “abroad.” The daily working
language at the offices is often English, because quite a few staff
members are recruited internationally—just as many partners in the
various offices have undergone part of their training in Europe or the
United States. And perhaps it is only a postulate on my part, but for
me, as a Danish “insider,” it can often be difficult to see whether a
new building in Copenhagen has been designed by a Danish, German,
or Dutch architect. How do you see the situation in Norway? Is there
a specific Norwegian architecture?

Reiulf Ramstad: | think there are some particular cultural and
geographical circumstances in Norway that are significantly
different than in Denmark and many other European coun-
tries. Denmark is a relatively small, homogeneous, and densely
urbanized country in comparison to Norway. Norway has one
of the longest coastlines in the world but has a smaller popula-

tion than Denmark. Denmark is not much bigger than Finnmark,

the largest of Norway’s nineteen counties,

and it’s clear that Norway'’s radically different
geography is significant to how we perceive
ourselves. In my view, Denmark is much more
integrated into continental European culture.
Norway also has a history that is much more
patchwork-like and disjointed than Denmark. We
have been relatively poor since the Middle Ages,
and this has obviously influenced our culture.
Economic poverty and the fact that Norway
makes up Europe’s northernmost fringe, its
provincial backwater, have generated a cultural
peculiarity which still plays a certain role.

BBJ: Norway'’s huge oil resources have made it one of the rich-
est countries in the world. Has that not changed Norway'’s self-
identity? Is Norway still a nation on the fringes of Europe?

RR: Prosperity has, of course, changed the country’s pros-
pects and what it means to be peripheral, both physically and
culturally. Butitis relatively new and what we are seeing,

in many respects, is a cultural revolution. Nowadays, when
we have modern communications technologies at our dis-

posal and when globalization and increased
prosperity affect virtually all aspects of social
development, being on the fringes in a sense
offers a new kind of luxury. And what | find so
interesting is the change in the significance
of the notion of periphery. The studio is based
in Oslo, where | live, but most of our commis-
sions are spread across the whole country,
often in places that previously were regarded as extremely remote.
Our efforts to maintain an ideological consistency at many scat-
tered points have made us specialists in a kind of surgical urbanism,
where we use precise design interventions to implant various urban
programs in completely remote areas. And we are far from the only
ones operating in this extended cultural field. While we were build-
ing Trollstigen, for example, we met a team from 60 Minutes that was
filming BASE jumpers. One of the most popular TV programs on the
planet had already directed the world’s attention to this “tiny place”
in the back of beyond. | recently read an article about “the new village
yokel" in a serious Norwegian newspaper that indirectly supports my
thesis. The caricature of the village yokel as a strange, sad-looking
character no longer fits the bill. Over the past decade, the country
yokel has almost turned into its opposite. The new “village yokel” is at
times an ultra-mobile, avant-garde figure. Trollstigen is in the Andal-
snes area, which can provide great skiing and climbing. Out in the back
of beyond is where you will find the very best skiers, climbers, and the
most dedicated adventure freaks. This is also the place sought out by
allkinds of base jumpers and dogsledding enthusiasts. This new form
of cultural fluctuation and lifestyle migration is really interesting, and
as | seeit, there are special opportunities here in Norway to explore
the architectural possibilities of the current globalization processes.

It's not just about revitalizing a deprived peripheral area. What
we are involved in at the studio is a far more radical interven-
tion. We currently have three projects underway—Trollstigen,
Norsk Tindesenter, and Selvika—where we are trying to devise
new ways in which an area can be inhabited. In that sense, there
are opportunities to explore themes here in Norway that are not
found in many other places.

BBJ: It sounds a bit “new frontier”-like!

RR: Well, it's an expression of a new interface between
increased mobility, technological development, highly special-
ized skills, and the particular character of this specific geo-
graphical area.

BBJ: Are these very special programs the ones that give the new
“glocal” backwater periphery architecture its distinctive character?

RR: Yes, to a certain degree, but it is also one of the chal-
lenges. We won a competition a while ago on the formulation
of a “Norwegian Peak Center.” The program focused primar-

ily on satisfying some very specific interests. The professional
extreme sports athletes are very well organized, and the center
was supposed to be their meeting-place. We saw it as our task
to give the project an extra dimension, so that what is an elitist
center on the surface could also serve as an urban hub for the
whole community.

BBJ: | remember you spoke before about how market rules, bud-
get management, legal requirements, and other bureaucratic
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obstacles are so restrictive to architectural development opportuni-
ties in Norway. Are working conditions at what you call the extreme
fringes more privileged compared to the situation elsewhere in the
country? It seems, at least, that these special tasks free you from
many of the rigid rules and restrictions that you otherwise come up
against—for example, in Oslo?

RR: Exactly—and it's really interesting! You can certainly find excep-
tional buildings in Oslo that are beautiful, such as the Snghetta
opera house, for example. However, although Oslo

was “rated” by a major, international lifestyle maga-

zine as one of the most exciting cities in the world, the

general architectural standard is not particularly high,

in my view. The general contemporary urban develop-

ment is lacking specific qualities reflecting the unique

context. Norway has a particular character, and in my

opinion it would be interesting to explore Oslo as a kind

of extreme periphery. We should focus more on the

unique relationship to the fjord and explore the border

to marka, the surrounding woodland. I also think that we

could be better at exploiting the quality Oslo possesses

of having so many different neighborhoods, each with their own
unique character. The Grunerlekka district, a former working class
area where our office is located, is very different to Frogner, a more
bourgeois area, which differs from other neighborhoods, and so on.
But to me it seems that this feature is not exploited enough. That'’s
one thing. Another thing is that Oslo has quite a complex topog-
raphy that offers some unique features. The city does not revolve
around one privileged stratum or one monumental axiality, such as
you find in Paris or Berlin. Oslo is quite hilly and consists of many

different plateaus and vantage points. For me, the city has
areal landscape quality. What's at play are its unique topo-
graphical origins. Oslo is in many ways an exciting arena for the
exploration of architecture and landscape.

BBJ: | would like to return to your interest in peripheries. ..

RR: It's fascinating that, nowadays, we can live almost as urban
of a life on the periphery as at the center of the great metropo-
lises. What matters today, in one sense, is our attitude toward
the environment, mobility, our ability to use modern technol-
ogy, and the individual's general level of knowledge.

BBJ: Do you think that urbanity has escaped the city as a physi-
cal setting?

RR: Yes, in a way. Itis clear that many of the most isolated
villages and settlements will disappear. It is by no means all
peripheral locations that are sustainable. Not all locations situ-
ated away from economic powerhouses possess the required
combination of specific resources and unique
attractiveness. However, at least for me, it's an
exciting and relevant issue to work with as an
architect. It's the extremely low demographic
density characterized by loosely connected
urbanized points that, at the local level, very
often also have an incredibly scattered settle-
ment infrastructure. At the same time, the
converse is also true: that the landscape and nature are always
there and very much present, even right in the center of Oslo.

We had an intern from London with us some
time ago who thought it was really exotic
here. She described it as a feeling of luxury
and clean air. | get a similar feeling whenever

I come home from a trip. Norway may be on
the fringes, but it is extremely luxurious to

be able to live a comfortable, modern life in
the middle of this fantastic landscape. So, the
periphery has changed from representing cul-
turally low status, characterized by ignorance
and the absence of concentration of skills, to
representing something potentially exclusive.
| think that architecture can play a strategic
role and provide an important instrument in
the physical realization of these new oppor-
tunities. It's a theme, at least, that we return
to again and again here at the office. And it gives me immense plea-
sure as an architect to be allowed to explore the subject like this.
It's hard to develop architecture here in Norway because, tradition-
ally, architecture has been held in low regard compared to many
other places in the world. | wish it were otherwise, but in Norway
we have always worked with small, tight financial budgets in archi-
tecture. Yet we have been fortunate to find another kind of gen-
erosity in many “outlying projects.” Trollstigen did not have a big
budget to begin with. It was not an upscale project in monetary
terms, but there was a great builder with whom we established

a good dialogue. Good clients or builders are in many ways more
important than extensive financial resources! For me it is more
interesting to develop architecture based on a clear idea: to create
architecture with a background in humanistic thinking, rather than

to manage a building project with good finances that ends
up being a paraphrase of something else, because there is no
determination or willingness to experiment.

BBJ: That's interesting! What if luxury could be redefined in a
more sustainable sense: an approach to luxury that would not
require flashy decisions, extravagant budgets, and an unre-
strained consumption of scarce materials—but which was
based on something else: an exclusiveness that instead would
be more about a nonmaterial resourcefulness!

RR: In this Western society of ours, where everything is so heav-
ily characterized by material values, | think it is important that
architecture be able to provide experiences that are not solely
material. And that architecture can offer another dimension that
allows a more elevated relation to existence. In my view, good
architectureis actually characterized by some very basic ele-
ments: the quality that is derived from someone sitting down
and thinking through how a particular place can be developed.
Or seeing if an architectural project can refine that quality, clar-
ify it, or give those who will use it a kind of added value, even if
itis not predefined in the program. | think that's why good archi-
tects are so focused on developing a concept.

BBJ: What does expressivity mean in that con-
text?

RR: Architecture does not need to be expres-
sive to bring about valuable experiences. Our
projects often appear very neutral. We don't
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try to be consciously expressive, and we don't see expressiveness
as an indispensable accessory. Sometimes, it's there; sometimes
it's not. There is no fixed principle that something has to be expres-
sive. | don't think that architecture needs to be expressive in order
to be well articulated. Formal responses are the result of various
methods and studies. In some cases, it might be important for a
building to create certain associations, or the client sees a need
foritto do so. In otherinstances, the simple answer is best. | think
geometry and form depend very much on the project and the con-
text. Sometimes, things happen for other reasons—for example,
the summerhouse on Hvaler Island. It is only

seventy square meters but seems much more

spacious because it opens onto the surround-

ing landscape. It consists of three small bed-

rooms, a minimal bathroom, a small storage

room, a kitchen/breakfast room, and a living

room. The form arose as a reaction to the

prevailing wind direction on site, some very

beautiful sightlines, and the small rockery on which the building
stands. These really simple factors, and the desire to create some
usable outdoor space, are what give the building its distinctive
snail-shell form. The architecture is a straightforward result of the
defined program, a particular sightline, and some general requests
regarding interior design. The expressiveness in the architecture of
the summerhouse is generated solely by a kind of negotiation car-
ried out under certain conditions, a small budget, the context, and
the program.

BBJ: When we talked earlier about whether
there is a specific Nordic architecture, you men-
tioned some circumstances particular to Nor-
way. If | were to pick out a historical trend that
characterizes Norwegian architecture, what
immediately springs to mind is timber architec-
ture. Is that a tradition you’re familiar with?

RR: We work a lot with timber, but we are
really interested in materialin general. If you
look around the office, you won't find many
building material catalogues on the shelves.
We work much more with material samples.
We get right down to a detailed study of the minutiae in order
to understand how the material can be used constructively.
Generally, we are looking for answers to very pragmatic ques-
tions, such as how things can be integrated into each other.
We're very meticulous in looking for the best result. Take, for
example, this hardboard cement composite. It is a very inter-
esting material. We are continually exploring how things can
be used. We don’t just take standard items off the
shelf and use them by the book. We often draw up
projects in fine detail—far more than is strictly nec-
essary—and we also represent furniture and other
project elements ata 1:1scale.
This means that we are continually exploring the
potential of various materials. If a project does
come off, we usually continue exploring the poten-
tial of the materialin another context. Work with materials is
very important to us. For me, architecture is very much a matter

of the physical arrangement of materials,

and wood is just one of the materials that we

explore. But what's interesting about wood

is that, in one sense, it's a very challenging

material. It is an organic material that changes

character according to climatic conditions. It

twists, it changes color, and its structure is

affected by humidity. Wood is a demanding

material, plus it burns. But it's also a really interesting material,
and | think that the new generation of Norwegian architects will
try to reinterpret traditional timber architecture far more than
was done in the past. For example, in the office we've been using
untreated timber elements in many projects. In the past, they were
either oiled or stained—they were always treated—whereas we
now use the materialin its more natural state.

It's rare for timber used in a project to be

surface-treated. What I'minterested in is how

timber can be used in a very simple way—in

letting it develop patina from being exposed

to the surroundings. In my view, this givesit a

great quality. And implicit in this is the aim of

minimizing resource consumption. Much less

energy is needed for wood than for steel, and

wood is also very pleasant to the touch.

BBJ: Does timber architecture not present
limitations in terms of scale?

RR: Not necessarily! We are currently work-
ing on a twenty-story project in the Norwegian town of Kirkenes,

350 kilometers north of the polar circle, involving solid, load-
bearing wooden structures. It is a very interesting project,
which has already been approved so it can go ahead. A team of
structural engineers, fire engineers, electrical engineers, and
acousticians have been helping us with the process. What's so
interesting about timber construction is that we are nowhere
near finished exploring all of the applications it presents. The
same obviously applies to almost all materials.
But it’s really satisfying for us to explore the
use of timber. We consider it a modern material,
and you could almost say that modern technol-
ogy has brought about a renaissance in timber
construction. It is fascinating how digital pro-
cessing can create new types of wall paneling.
These are units compiled of separate cuts, which
in the past could not be used in such structures. It is a simple
sandwich unit, where the outer frame is made up of a slightly
better quality timber than that used on the inside. But when
they are compressed and doweled using nine tons of pressure,
these new timber units make for a very solid construction. In
this way, you can produce a supporting framework that saves
agreat dealin resources. Itis interesting that you can create
such a strong and beautiful structure and consume so little
energy. It can be used for both load-bearing outer walls and
other parts of a building.

BBJ: Now that you have brought up the issue of sustainability . . .

RR: I'm not particularly bothered by the issue of sustainability.
| believe, basically, that good architecture is sustainable. | think
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a lot of people who have a narrow focus on sustainability very
often end up with quite uninteresting results. Sustainability is not
a feature in itself; it should always be seen in relation to something
else.

BBJ: You talked at the beginning about how your projects always
revolve around certain themes that you return to again and again.
What are the central themes of your work?

RR: There is something about

materiality that's central to our

work, together with the explo-

ration of connections between

places and people's dwell-

ing practices. The relationship

between the center and the

periphery is also an important

theme, and we're interested in our engagement with new technol-
ogy and the opportunities it presents. I'm also very interested in
the craft of architecture. In my opinion, craftsmanship is an impor-
tant aspect of architecture, along with knowledge of materials. It
is really exciting. One of our basic themes is definitely expertise in
the use of materials.

We are also involved in exploring the ortho-

dox. In one way, | have a close connection

with Norwegian modernism that can be

traced back to the inspiration of Sverre Fehn. |

worked with him to develop an exhibition of his

work at the Venice Biennale of Architecture

and have subsequently exhibited work in 2001

and 2012. But I don't have a dogmatic view of tradi-
tion and do not focus on being a purist. The thought of
reducing a building to only one material is fascinating.
Take the temple in Petra, which is carved out of rock.
But it doesn’t have to be the ultimate goal. Materials
should be used appropriately. If it's not appropriate to
use wood, yet you insist on using it, to me that reflects
an anachronistic attitude. | think materials should be
employed on the basis of expediency, even if it means
that a timber house is not built 100 percent of wood.
Dogmatism and the idea of forcing an idea through at any
price don't appeal to me very much. | like the pragmatism of
craftsmanship. It's fine for me to combine different materi-
als. It might be nice, of course, to produce a construction
entirely out of timber without involving other materials, but
in reality other materials will always need to be used—glass,
for example. The purist notion of consistency
and the ideal of never using more than three
different types of material may be attractive.
But I am far more concerned with how you
can use a material in unfamiliar ways—taking
a material out of its usual context and putting
itinto a completely different situation. That'’s
what we did at @stfold University College,
Halden, where we used timber as a primary cladding material
to tie building units together and to create some distinctive
elements.
Our office is committed to the use of dialogue-based planning as
a working tool—applied in a constructive way. In my experience,
if too many ideas are involved in the process, clear humanistic

thinking is often replaced by disparate inventions and poor com-
promises, which far too often lead to a lack of clarity. Architecture
requires clear strategy, a conscious choice of materials, well-
defined planning criteria, and unambiguous ideas regarding geo-
metric criteria, spaces, and structures.

BBJ: That leads me to a subject I've noticed
in several of your recent projects—an archi-
tecturalidiom that breaks with orthogonal
geometry, where the framework of a building
gets folded up into an origami-like figure! The
best example is perhaps your proposal for the
church in Knarvik.

RR: Yes. There is certainly a new geomet-

ric idiom at play in the church in Knarvik and in some of our other
recent projects. I've been a practicing architect since 1995, and for
the first ten years | worked mainly with orthogonal geometries.
And it has never been boring. When you have been on construc-
tion sites and seen what you can do with simple modular systems,
thenyou realize that orthogonal geometries constitute an amazing
combination of systems that involve completely valid processes.
But I'm also starting to see other options. In Norway, there is
something called the “Norwegian standard,” which allows devia-
tions of up to fifteen millimeters on a construction site. But with
new digital measuring instruments, deviations can now be reduced
to two millimeters. It's great! It means that units can be cut outin
a factory with pinpoint precision. They can then be shipped to the
site and put together with the same precision as if the whole thing
had been done on site. Another reason why we have begun to

experiment more with different geometries is
that we don't work solely in urban contexts.
In urban settings, you often have to adapt to
orthogonal surroundings—such as the infill
development along Korsgata in Oslo, just
across from our office. You don't encounter
these restrictions in the open countryside,
where the surrounding landscape curves and
meanders in a completely different way. When you are build-
ing alongside ariver, you begin to be almost forced to consider
how you can shape and integrate the architecture in other
ways. The topography of the Norwegian landscape lends
itself to geometries other than the strictly orthogonal. So the
geometric experiments—or the idiom you call
“origami-like"—do not constitute formalism, but
are the result of a dialogue with the context and
an interest in experimenting with what you might
call digitalized craftsmanship.

BBJ: Is that also a method that can be used when

working with monumentality? The composite tri-

angular elements and diagonal lines can break the

continuous contours of the construction down

into smaller parts, so that the totality does not
seem so connected. .. and vice versa. Several of the smaller
projects have a clearly identifiable profile by virtue of the ori-
gami-like roof structure.

RR: You might beright there...The way | see it, the exciting
thing about traditional Norwegian church construction inits
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development since stave churches is that the churches are almost
more reminiscent of Eastern pagoda buildings than Western Euro-
pean stone churches. ..

I'm not particularly religious, but | think it is very exciting to work
with buildings whose sole purpose is to manifest a spiritual power.
As | seeit, the modernist tradition of ecclesiastical construction has
been managed far too unimaginatively. It has been far too sober and
rational. Take, for example, the Notre Dame du Haut in Ronchamp
by Le Corbusier. It's a fantastic construction that manages to retain
something absolutely archaic in its otherwise modern idiom regard-
ing the religious acts involved at pivotal moments in life: baptism,
marriage, death, and burial. In a sense, these ancient ceremonies
have found their optimal spatial dimension. They are oriented to
procession and the symbolism of stepping over life’s

thresholds by moving through the space, like the way

a coffinis carried up to the altar, et cetera. The axial

and monumental architectural arrangement carries

a meaning that the modernist tradition has found

difficult to handle because it fosters a dynamic har-

mony ideal. For example, in late modernist churches,

I don’t really like the unceremonious way that you are

often led into the space along a diagonal line. There

is a shift of focus when you come in from the side.

The slow, anticipatory process of the front-facing

movement contains an innate power, and | think it's

important to maintain that. The way | see it, the simple, slow walk
up to the altar, where you are baptized, married, give names to your
children, and bury your loved ones has established a scenographic
model that doesn't need to be altered. It is an ancient practice that
requires no surprise factor, an institution that goes beyond the

individual, and its very power lies in its repetition. The out-
and-out simplicity found in the historical stave churches is
incredibly effective. It is enough just to walk into a small space
with pillars, a small altar, a gallery, and some narrow benches.
Everythingis reduced to the absolute basics. In contrast, a lot
of modern churches have adopted the style
of local cultural centers and try to come up
with all sorts of original solutions and effec-
tive initiatives. | wanted to take up far more
simple and powerful motifs in the churchin
Knarvik.
In a sense, what I'm most interested in are the
very basics of architecture. In the past, there
was an established tradition of writing about
architecture in a very abstract way, involving latent philo-
sophical aspirations that didn't dare to relate to the completely
banal profundity of architecture: the beauty of unmediated
sensuality. Basically, as | see it, architecture has an incredibly
strong narrative character, which does not need to be digested
through academic rumination.

BBJ: That brings me to the question of the importance of com-
munication. The ability to communicate ideas is certainly a
decisive competitive factor, and many successful architects are
often gifted communicators. But architecture tends to reflect
a host of private passions, which are not necessarily interesting
for others. Can that banal profundity you mentioned be enough
onits own?ls the profession not obliged to look for legitimacy
within a broader contemporary field? Isn’t architecture also
interested in communicating with wider popular culture?

RR: Nowadays, communication is an important aspect of the archi-
tect's role. Architects help to give buildings meaning, in a way. We
place the built environment in a context. Buildings can certainly
be constructed today without architects, and much legislation is
about the legal responsibility of the architect. But the most impor-
tant thing, in my view, is that the architect acts as a humanistic
figure. The architect in effect takes responsibility for many of the
“soft” values that are difficult to regulate through legislation and
budgets. All of those questions (about the hard values) of law,
economics, energy audits, the physics of construction, and other
contractual conditions constantly make themselves

felt. Meanwhile, the things we just talked about are too

often disregarded—the humanistic side of the profes-

sion, all of those things that I'm really concerned with,

about how we live, how we perceive, how we move, and

how we experience scale, how we are fascinated by the

absolute basics of existence. What makes it exciting for

me, and what ultimately gives the profession meaning, is

the work involved in creating a good living environment.

All of these basic parameters are very difficult to define

through building programs, budgets, and laws. It might

be possible in brutal dictatorship nations, where it is forbidden to be

happy without permission! It is basically impossible to create legal
and financial specifications for those things that, in my opinion,
make up the main elements of architecture.

The realm of construction is very male-dominated, and often

we architects are those who—metaphorically speaking—are “the

woman” on site. All of the vital questions rest, like an invisible layer,

within the bureaucratic stipulations. But they are the most impor-
tant things. That's why there is so much meaningless construction.

It’s not so much about taste; it's more about
opening up a conceptual diversity.

It's this, | think, that makes working with
landscapes exciting. It offers huge variety

and provides a rich contrast to the sameness
and conformity that is so often generated in
Nordic cultures. Out there at the periphery
there is still some wildness, some anarchy. It's
not safe, of course. You can get hurt out there, and it’s kind of
liberating to be able to live a life with inherent risks, without
too much conformity. Nature exists across a fantastically wide
spectrum. At one end, you have a giant rock—at the other, a
tiny flower. Scale offers tremendous opportunities in archi-
tecture. ..
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