[bookmark: _GoBack]
Built By the Sea – LundHagem - Book Review – by Oliver Lowenstein, www.fourthdoor.co.uk - editorial@fourthdoor.org - 0044 (0) 1273 473501

Short Review

Over the last twenty plus years LundHagem have built a reputation on their, quote/unquote “sensitive” design approach to building within and upon the natural world, and specifically, along the Norwegian coastline, the focus of this monograph, Built by the Sea. The book highlights the relationship between the human-made built environment and the extra human world. In doing so, the possibility of asking all sorts of further questions open up, but – reflecting architecture’s Modernist bedrock comfort zone – the path is never taken.

While unsurprising, it’s a pity. The distance, abyss perhaps, between visionary environmental thinking and pragmatic industrial sustainability receives less attention in architecture – or anywhere else - than is healthy. So much so, despite industrial sustainability having become an adversary to the environment, next to nothing is said about this. Think, in the Norwegian context, of how the founder of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess, and the country’s most respected late twentieth century architect, Sverre Fehn were contemporaries. But apparently they didn’t meet, let alone nurture any dialogue. Some years ago one of his studio lieutenants told me that Fehn believed architecture should fight against nature. That Huysmannian project may reveal a period sensibility, although it’s far from disappeared in the early 21st century.

By comparison to Fehn, LundHagem’s small summerhouse projects, or at least those presented in Built by the Sea, appear premised around a relationship to the natural world, based on integration rather than conflict. It’s no surprise then, that Jan Olaf Jensen, of Jensen & Skodvin (JSA), has written the book’s short foreword; the two practices are contemporaries, and both have explored a topographic sustainability where building and structure touch and co-exist with the natural world in ways that nature and culture may begin to uncover forms of, at least partial, resolution. JSA’s Juvet Landscape Hotel is a particularly atmospheric example, the emphasis on landscape in the name a clue to how JSA are surely also about land art and land sculpture as they are ‘architecture.’ Juvet also underlines how granite hewn Norway is terrain that cannot be razed and levelled, rock boulders, steep ridges, walls of forest all militate against the sorts of architectural orthodoxy that has become prevalent across both urban morphologies and much of more easily accessible ground sites. 

Where JSA hew an inland topography; boulders, moss, the verticality of wooded tree trunks, Built by the Sea illustrates how LundHagem have made the shoreline, another rock encompassed terrain, the site of their experiments over a twenty plus year period. And one way into Built by the Sea is through the shoreline, so entwined with Norway’s seafaring past. 

Comprised of a series of overwhelmingly photographic essays on seventeen of these coastal projects, the restrained imagery repeatedly conveys how the coastal landscape makes the design. Again and again the books early summer-house examples require working round and within difficult rocky outcrop terrain, Lyngholmen, Stavern, or Lille Ayoya. What is evident is the relationship between these implacably unmovable seams of granite, and the levelling centrality of the deck, normal in Norway, but an exotic solution for a southern outsider from Britain. The linear forms that LundHagem place upon these shorelines allow interplay between the immediate landscapes, between design elements, and rock faced walls or naked ground, or, as Erling Dokk Holm’s brief essay notes, the walkway and juniper, slipping through the outdoor vegetation at the Hvasser summer house. 

An equally short interview provides space for the practice to explain aspects of their approach, and its evolution in recent years to encompass more organic form, the roof at Lyngholmen lightly echoing the flows of surrounding rocks is cited as an example. As might be expected there are words about Northern light, atmosphere, and materiality, the latter appended to weathering. The architects explain that again and again, when working on these small residential structures, they begin with two core elements, the journey of the sun across the sky, and the source of the winds. Scandinavian Modernism as much as the Nordic sensibility towards nature is given as a source for LundHagem’s strain of sensitivity, and also Frank Lloyd Wright. 

This is okay as far as it goes, but neither essays nor photographic mateiral test the relationships between architecture, sustainability, nature and topography any further; what it is, or what it could be. The appeal to Nordic Modernism also limits the reach of the terrain being introduced. Does such a topos meet an architecture – for instance - of the wild? And what if these projects took on more fully-fledged biophiliac or biomorphic dimensions? Turning the pages, and looking at photograph after atmospheric photograph of one cuboid box form after another, whether sensitively placed or lit, I also personally yearned for other paths as well, ones which grew from, rather than built on, the wild and organic, and, apostasy on apostasy, from non-orthogonal aesthetics. 

Might I hope for anything other, though? This absence of such possible discourses isn’t specific to Norway or the Nordic world, even. Some years ago Christian Norberg Schulz’s Nightlands circled connections between Northern light and building culture, but there has yet to be any comparable book, as far as I know, beginning with the winds, the vegetation or the mountains. How and what architecture might emerge if architects were, like the nineteenth century environmentalist John Muir, to “think like a mountain?” In recent decades many among the argument has gone the other way: taste-making hierarchies energetically demonstrating culture’s separation from nature. Like nearly all architectural discussion, this monograph shies away from the opportunity to include the distance between and separation of nature and culture, as part of its subject. Inclusion doesn’t need to be advocacy, only bringing the terrain to the table. Here, as across architecture generally, the tacit assumption is that nature and culture are separate, end of story. If both architecture generally, and the book specifically, maintain their distance from this question, another springs from the silence; why?  

