Study 2a: Mari Hvattum (AHO)

Framing nature: the architecture of railway travel, 1845-1910.

When Johann Gottfried Herder extolled the virtues of the North in his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte
der Menschheit (1784), he particularly emphasized the ‘naturalness’ of the Nordic peoples.? While main-
land Europe was stifled by its century-old civilization, the northern periphery possessed a roughness and
immediacy which appealed to the proto-romantic Herder. The association of the north to the natural
became commonplace with modernism and still echoes in contemporary architectural discourse, where
Nordic architecture is often taken to represent a shunning of artifice and an immediacy of perception.2 The
association of the north with the natural raises interesting questions both in terms of aesthetic theory and
architectural history. In what way may cultural phenomena such as architecture be deemed ‘natural’, and
which are the conceptions of nature governing this discourse? Moreover: in what way does Nordic
architecture use this notion of nature and the natural in order to construct and legitimize itself? These are
the questions with which the present study engages. Inspired by Wilfried Lipp’s study Natur, Geschichte,
Denkmal, | examine the ways in which a historically constructed conception of nature impacts aesthetic and
architectural discourse.

The study’s empirical material is the architecture accompanying the large scale railway construc-
tion taking place from 1854 to about 1910 in Norway, particularly the railway stations and tourist hotels
built in the explicitly naturalizing ‘serpent style’.3 This is an architecture which, as many scholars point out,
appeals to Norway’s medieval past in an attempt to craft an appropriate architectural expression for a new
nation. And yet, this historicizing gesture is bound up with ideas of nature as the origin and guarantor of
nation and architecture alike.> The railway architecture of the late 19t century bears witness to this
naturalizing impulse on many levels. By making the wilderness accessible, the railway was quite literally
framing nature, turning it into a landscape to behold and exploit. The architecture emerging alongside the
tracks framed nature in its own way, ‘translating’ aspects of regional nature into cultural form. The prolific
railway architect Paul Due, claiming to have taken both the “lofts and the people” as well as the valleys
themselves as his “model” when designing buildings for the railway through Szetesdalen, is an apt
example.® This was an architecture that promoted ‘natural’ materials and construction types, and which
sought a ‘natural’ architectural expression for the region and its people.” In the spirit of Montesquieu, Due
envisioned architectural style as a translation of given natural conditions — climate, people, vegetation,
and topography — into cultural form; an idea which has resonated strongly in modern Norwegian
architecture.® This mimetic and naturalizing impulse has received little scholarly attention, and neither its
particular manifestation in the late 19t century, nor its forceful Wirkungsgeschichte in 20t century
Norwegian architecture has been explored.® Analysing key works by railway architects such as Schirmer
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The Routes Project: project description

& von Hanno, Georg Bull, Paul Due, and Erik Glosimodt, the study inquires into the architectural,
historical, and intellectual presuppositions of this naturalizing aesthetics. Furthermore, it looks at the ways
in which this naturalizing aesthetics lives on in 20t and 21st century Norwegian architectural discourse
and practice, most explicitly in the writings of Christian Norberg-Schulz and the works of architects such
as Sverre Fehn, Arne Henriksen, Carl-Viggo Hglmebakk, and Jensen & Skodvin.10 In this way, a little
studied historical material may contribute to throwing new light on the aesthetic presuppositions of
contemporary Norwegian architecture.1
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