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SNOHETTA WORKS
— A CONVERSATION ON SITE DESIGN

INTERVIEW WITH JENNY OSULDSEN
BY LEAHOLST LAURSEN AND DITTE BENDIX LANNG

In Snghetta’s work site is a constructive player for the design process. It
is more than the edge condition of a building. Sites are rendered unique
andinconstant, with stories yet to be told, and latent potentials to be un-
folded. At times, site works as adriver for design. At other times, program,
design and site must be wrestled with to come together in the shaping
of projects for the future.

We met senior landscape architect Jenny Osuldsen (Figure 1), partner at
the internationally recognized Norwegian architectural office Snghetta,
at the 2013 research seminar Transforming Site Methodologies, to have a

conversation on site design.

Figure1

At the interview with
Jenny B. Osuldsen
COPYRIGHT HOLDER
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Asiteis always unique

In Snghetta’s work the specificities of each design site are important. Be-
low Jenny Osuldsen tells how latent potentials are sometimes unfolded
through the design process of working with site, how no site is the same,
and how site’s active agency in a design assignment can be very strong.
Yet, site’s influence on Snghetta’s designs differs in each case, and at
times a tense dialogue between site and program is needed to generate
the design project.

Jenny: Asiteis always unique. Even if you can find similarities with other
places and it has the same atmosphere -a site is unique.

Of course thereisaregulation oraboundary that you have to work with,
butlearn therules and then break them. It really depends, where do you
want the site to end? A site has so many layers, and sometimes it is im-
portant that you can get totally surprised, that there are hidden dimen-
sions in the site that you did not see at first - or nobody saw it. But you
putalayer on top and that makes the site from sort of nothing to some-
thing specific.

Usually when we go into a project, if it is in a competition or a regu-
lar project that you start from scratch, most projects has a program.
Somebody asks for something. So you have to take that in consider-
ation when working with the site. Sometimes the site does not say that
it wants this program; the program is too big, what the client wants is
too extensive. Then it is really about how you then transform the pro-
gram to an idea suitable to the site and how you say “okay, this site,
what kind of analysis do you make on this site to make it to fit to the
program?” And sometimes it is really the other way around: sometimes
the idea comes very fast and you cannot really answer why it came so
fast. Sometimes you cannot really get a good idea but you solve the
program anyway. So, | would say that - hopefully - most of the time
the site contributes to the program. But other times the program it-
self may release something that says that the program is more impor-
tant than the site. This actually also makes the site really important.

Lea: Is your Petter Dass Museum project (Figure 2, 3, 4) an example of
such a situation where program and site does not fit - where you actu-
ally address, with your proposal that the original chosen site was not the
correctsite for that specific museum?
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Jenny: Yes, we tried, but ended up saying, “we can’t really do it good, we
don’t get a good idea, the museum shouldn’t be placed there” and we
then looked for something different. It was not a dense built up area so
we did not really need to demolish anything, except maybe demolish a
mountain. But, still we were looking at a bigger context and even though
we tried to be good architects and do our job the site boundaries told us
to differently. In the end, we said “no, this is not really working and we
changed the site”.
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Also in a competition for the Turner gallery at the west coast of England

(Figure 5), we could not really use the site boundary. We discovered the
duality in Turner’s paintings and combined that with the drama of the
tide and the, sometimes, extreme weather conditions of the site. There-
fore, we actually made an object in the ocean. We extended the site into
the sea. Placed an object into the sea, and left the “conventional” pro-
gram on the quay. The gallery - his art works, were in the ocean, and the
administration, café and lobby, were left on land. This was an extreme-
ly dramatic choice and | thought, “okay, we think that this idea is good,
butitis totally outside the boundary - maybe we will get disqualified.”
Nevertheless, we won the competition! Then many other things hap-
pened and sadly enough, it was not built. But, still, it was a way of looking

Figure2

Petter Dass Museum the site

COPYRIGHT HOLDER © INGE OVE TYSNES

Figure 3

Petter Dass Museum

COPYRIGHT HOLDER © NIL ARBOK

Figure 4

Petter Dass Museum

COPYRIGHT HOLDER © INGE OVE TYSNE

The Petter Dass Museum - a tribute to
the Norwegian poet Petter Dass - was
completed in 2007 at the historic site of
Alstadhaug, Norway.
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into the site, the drama of the tide and the duality in Turner’s work, to-
gether. So, the site together with the program made something new. One

plus one made three instead of two. Sometimes that happens. I mean, to
gooutside the boundary, we do that quite a lot, I have to admit.

We also did the competition foran art school in Bergen in the west coast
of Norway in 2005. Bergen is the rainiest city in Norway - it rains at least
once a day. The site for the competition is situated a little bit outside
Bergen’s central area and itis the spot where it rains the most in Bergen.
The intention was to work with the water. However, the way we dealt
with it was to have a very large, very generous roof that could collect
all the water and then make a dramatic waterfall when it is raining. The
notion of site and the natural context was extended beyond saying this
is a big problem. Instead, we turned it around and made a feature of it.

Ditte: It seems that you are looking to identify the beauty of a specific
situation; looking for the unique or the drama of a site. Is this a key for
you in order to ‘open’ the site, where the site and the project and the
program come together?

Jenny: Sometimes | am taken by surprise. I am like “wow, how did this
happen”, but then you see it and it is like “yes, this really fits together”
Like the The Oslo Opera (Figure 6) sloping down, to the ocean. | was very
surprised when I went to the exhibition of all the competition projects. |
thought “come on, itis obvious to go down to the ocean” but there were
few that did use the water as part of their projects. The siteisright by the
ocean andinsomany harbour cities around the world, you have contain-
er harbours oryou have a big highway and you cannot literary get to the
water. Therefore, here, by the Opera you really just want to get down to
the water.
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Turner Contemporary
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The 2001 competition proposal fora
new art museum on the work of J. M.
Turner in Margate, England
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Telling stories through/with site: past, present, future Figure6
Norwegian National Opera and Ballet

Sites are characterized by time, and movement and change. Sites rarely
COPYRIGHT HOLDER © BIRDSEYEPIX

The prize-winning Oslo Opera House
past, present and future, and uses the site to develop narratives which was completed in 2008, and is located at

stay in place. Snghetta employs this conception in their work with site’s

can mold and aid the comprehension of complex situations and build the Oslo harbour-front.
arguments for specific designs.

Lea: If site is the setting for the unfolding of analysis and design in the
contemporary urbanity, then what are the challenges that you see when
you address a site - what do we have to be aware of?

Jenny: Quite a lot of what we work with are narratives. You could call it
storytelling: a way of explaining a concept and a way to simplify what
we are doing, making it easier to understand a project. Of course, not all
our projects are dealing with past, present and future [ed.: past, present,
and future were used as three frames of communication in Jenny’s pres-
entation at the seminar], but some and, actually, the mostimportant pro-
jectsarereally dealing with that. I thinkitis so easy to talk about;you can
always relate back, because people relate to history. And even if it is a
totally new place it still has a history thatis really complex. And present,
everybody whois alive is present. Future, we have to plan for the future,
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we have to look into the future to see “what can this project do for the
future?” Of course, some projects are temporary but most of the projects
we are doing are going remain. So | think the context together with the
time line and of course the flow going through is important in order to
make a project able to be durable enough to tackle the changes. To think
whatever we do we are part of the contemporary world so even if you
say itisalong lasting project, what is timeless? I am not sure if thatis a
very good word because we are living in the time we are living in so we
are present. So timeless is maybe too static.

Itis important that the ones that come after us have a feeling that the
sites we make today are good places. For example, already last year, it
was decided to preserve the The Oslo Opera - to keep it as a national
landmark. It is not a drive for us that things should remain the same for-
ever,I mean we areinadynamic world and we have to be able to be part
of that flow. I think to design for everyday life, is the most important.
And if that is a good stage for everyday life it usually is really good for
celebrations as well!

It is a huge ambition to do this. It is almost like a vision and it is a vi-
sion that you sort of never manage to get in to. But, specifically with the
opera, this is really what we have managed. Nothing is programmed on
the 5" facade - the public plaza; it is like you are out there in the land-
scape, it does not tell you “no, you have to make a left because of.”.
I'think maybe thatiswhyitisso popular. Many people ask “isita building
or what is it?” because it is not the typology of what they usually call a
building. And since you do not have to go inside to do anything - you can
just have a walk, you can walk on it. | think that adds something on top
that was not asked for. When the program, the complex, the clients, the
needs are combined and you manage to make that extra, maybe that is
when it is good architecture: when you manage to actually lift it up to
something thatis extra. Evenif you cannot point out: “yes, | know exactly
what makes it so good” It is more about atmosphere and how you feel
when you are there.

Notall places or projects are pushing the limits even if we say we have an
ambition, we want to push the world with architecture, which of course
is like “wow, maybe that’s a little bit too much?” | think the push can be
kind of tiny, and still really make a difference. | think, that is the mostim-
portant thing we can do. That is probably our contribution to the world.

There is never nothing - sites and public space

Sometimes, in assignments, sites are not rendered particularly impor-
tant. Yet, sites are more than mere context for buildings; they can be
treated as essential public spaces, which do not only enrich buildings
but also provide the rich places for our lives to be lived. Below Jenny
Osuldsen speaks about how buildings, public spaces and infrastructures
are merged togetherin asite.

NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
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Jenny: Publicspacesaresoimportant. Sometimes competitions can have
very detailed programmes for what the building should be, but very little
programme for what the outdoor spaces should be. Maybe the client is
not even asking for a public space. But there is always an in-between,
there is never nothing. So, how to deal with that in-between zone? That,
maybe, is not the most important [ed. for the actual performance of the
final design]. To us, thatis important, because that is what we work with.
If you can extend the indoor to the outdoor and opposite, that makes it
even richer. And then if you say “okay, we will design a street, and yes,
the street needs a curb stone” But if you think of a street only as the
function, and solves it with a curb stone to divide traffic from pedestri-
ans you lose the whole essence of the public spaces. Because how will
people meet? | think that public spaces will be a big challenge in the fu-
ture, because people are sitting indoors, they are on their computer out
in cyber space, people are getting fat, they are not moving anymore and
we will have a health problem, and it is already here. So how to repro-
gram the urban spaces to activate people and make them meet in the
publicrealm.The furthernorth you go, less people are outside in the pub-
lic space. But when more people are travelling, more people are getting
used to the outdoor spaces. And | think we have to reprogram what the
outdoor spaces will be. | think we need to challenge ourselves to think
differently when planning and designing public space; how do we make
that everyday magic so people actually wants to meet outdoors?

Ditte: Yes, what is your answer to your own question? What is a well-
functioning public space,and how can it be designed? Do you consider it
an answer to work with surfaces that are multi-programmed or without
program?

Jenny: At least we need those. And | think, that we will find new ways of
designing and programming and something else will come in the future
that we do not know of yet. | think, we get more and more people and
we get denser and denser urban environments, so the outdoor spaces
where we meet are very important. We need to be responsible to make
better outdoor spaces. And again, of course, the green, instead of saying
again and again “no, it should all be hard surfaces” We lose the water,
we lose the ecology, we lose the atmosphere. I think we really need all
those green and blue layers that are in the nature - we really need that
in the city.

When it feels good to be an architect

Sometimes, it all comes together; specificities of site, program, people,
culture. In these cases design makes a remarkable positive difference in
constructing places that people can relate to, Jenny Osuldsen tells, and
brings two examples to the fore: one unbuilt proposal for a university in
Gambia, and the much celebrated Oslo Opera in Norway.

NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
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Jenny: We made a master plan for a new university in Gambia, in West
Africa (Figure 7). The site that we got was in the middle of - not nowhere
- butitwas far away from the coast and the Gambia River. And we were
really thinking “come on, they gave us this site?” We were frustrated
when we started to work on it and then the president said “it should be
the best university in Africa and it should be very western and top mod-
erninallways”and we were like “come on, there is no elevator that oper-
atein more than a week in this country” And we were thinking what do

the people need and how can we really rethink the whole thing?

We started to look into how we could use this landscape and the site. And Figure 7
we were very inspired by the way they have been building traditionally University of Gambia
e . . . . . COPYRIGHT HOLDER © SN@HETTA
- maybe not specifically in Gambia, but in Africa (Figure 7). The way they In 2008, Sndhetta developed a schema-
use fractals, a pattern that is repeated in textiles and in doing beads for tic design for the new University of the
your hair,and in music instruments. Maybe that was actually a way to do Gambia.
the project. We also saw that the traditional way of making the villages
was to have an outdoor space, which was the most important space. The
kitchen was more or less outdoors, the sheltered area was just for sleep-
ing and for when you needed a shelter for the sun or the cold nights. This
isalso one of the few cultures that actually builds circular buildings and
they were made in fractals, too. So, in our project, we have been repeat-
ing that pattern. We decided not to build anything above two floors, and
it had to be low-tech, so it could survive.

We proposed to make a concrete factory to make their own bricks, more
or less dried in the sun. We chose the basic form to be the super ellipse,
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not the circle (as their traditional villages structure), but something dif-
ferent. We grouped the two stories volumes into a fractal system. We
proposed that we would make modular houses and teach local labour to
build the first, so they could build more when needed. In this way it was
really imposing something that was traditional, but in a contemporary
new way, where the outdoors is as important as the indoors. Just as they
are used to, butina modern way. First, the President said that he wanted
something very modern and western but after looking into it, he said
something like: “thisis very unique and it belongs here” I do not think we
could have done that design many other places.

We felt that we actually hit the target to find something that is low-tech
and can function but at the same time makes a new atmosphere that
is based on what is already there. However, it was never built because
they never had the money. But it was something site specific or culture
specific, that turned into something new that you have not seen before.
Then hopefully (if it would have been built) it could be like the opera -
people can relate to it and say “it’s mine, it's my opera, it’s my white roof
that we walk on” It fits in. And sometimes you really get it right, both for
the architects but ALSO for the public, the users and then it feels really
good to be an architect.

Acknowledgements

This interview was conducted in relation to the research seminar Trans-
forming Site Methodologies, which took place at Aalborg University in
the fall of 2013. We, the interviewers, are grateful that Jenny B. Osuldsen
agreed to offer her keynote address at the seminar as well as participat-
ed in this interview. Finally, this interview would not have been able to
take place without the funding of the seminar by Centre for Strategic
Research, Utzon (X) lecture series and Aalborg University. The authors
would also like to thank Snéhetta for making it possible to show images
of the projects mentioned in the interview. The projects are described in
theinterview as well as in the captions. To learn more about the projects
go to www.snohetta.com

NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
NORDIC JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH

ISSUE 12018 SN@HETTA WORKS - A CONVERSATION ON SITE DESIGN INTERVIEW WITH JENNY OSULDSEN BY LEA HOLST LAURSEN AND DITTE BENDIX LANNG 129



NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
NORDIC JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH

Biographical information

Lea Holst Laursen

(PhD, M.Sc.eng.in Urban Design)
Associate Professor

Head of Architecture and Urban Design
Section

Department of Architecture, Design and
Media Technology, Aalborg University
Address: Rendsburggade 14,

DK-9000 Aalborg

Phone: +4599407174

Email: llhl@create.aau.dk

She conducts research in the fields of urban transformation and spatial restruc-
turing, with a focus on differentiated urban development tendencies and site
transformation. Her work within these fields includes landscape development
strategies, urban design, regional development and tourism studies.

ISSUE 12018 SNGHETTA WORKS - A CONVERSATION ON SITE DESIGN INTERVIEW WITH JENNY OSULDSEN BY LEA HOLST LAURSEN AND DITTE BENDIX LANNG 130



NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
NORDIC JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH

Biographical information

Ditte Bendix Lanng

MSc. Urban Design, assistant professor
Department of Architecture, Design &
Media Technology, Aalborg University
Address: Rendsburggade 14, 9000 Aalborg,
Denmark

Phone: +45 99403646

Email: dbla@create.aau.dk

Ditte’s research interests are within Urban Design and Mobilities Design - a com-
bination of fields that she researches through cross-disciplinary theory, design
experiments as modes of sociocultural enquiry,and as a collective enterprise with
planning and architectural practice. She has a commitment to merging relational
approaches with Urban Design, and develop Urban Design’s and Mobilities De-
sign’s theoretical and methodological stream of materialities as networked and
active hybrids. Sheis the co-author (with Ole B. Jensen) of Mobilities Design. Urban
designs for mobile situations, 2017, Routledge.

ISSUE 12018 SN@HETTA WORKS - A CONVERSATION ON SITE DESIGN INTERVIEW WITH JENNY OSULDSEN BY LEA HOLST LAURSEN AND DITTE BENDIX LANNG 131



NORDISK ARKITEKTURFORSKNING
NORDIC JOURNAL OF ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH

ISSUE 12018 SNGHETTA WORKS - A CONVERSATION ON SITE DESIGN INTERVIEW WITH JENNY OSULDSEN BY LEA HOLST LAURSEN AND DITTE BENDIX LANNG

132



