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Introduction

My interest lies in the dwelling of 

the city. On the basis of own expe-

riences, historical and contempo-

rary references, I want to question 

what a dwelling can be today. Prob-

lematizing the condition of tempo-

rality that characterizes Oslo, and 

its later built environment. 

Rather than looking outward to the 

citys periphery, I focus on the 

inner city, with the intention of 

learning about an existing urban 

condition and how to adapt to it, 

contrary to reinventing one.

   

  



98

A Life in the City 

I grew up in the city, in the apart-

ment my father grew up in. The apart-

ment was on the ground floor, in a 

three story building, dating from 

1897. It is a brick house, a typol-

ogy that defines most of Oslos city 

center today. 

The plan consisted of larger rooms 

towards three sides of the facade, 

and smaller rooms towards the back. 

On the side facing south, it was a 

tiny garden. It lay in the shodows 

throughout the day, and had no 

grass, just green bushes and slate 

tiles. The garden functioned as an 

extention to the living room, which 

had a double door that stood open 

most of the summer, which gave the 

impression of the interior room  

being bigger than it actually was. 

The larger rooms, exept from one, 

had kept their original dimentions 

since construction, which allowed 

to a certain extent, free use of 

program. Only the smaller rooms in 

the back, kitchen and bathroom had 

been altered, accomodating modern-

izations.

During the 20years I lived in the 

apartment, me and my three siblings 

changed bedrooms three times. At 

one point the larger room in the 

lower right corner were split in 

two, making two bedrooms instead 

of one. As my older brothers moved 

out, the rooms became one again. 

Our kitchen, which had been in the 

center of the plan, was extended 

leftward, now having a facade and a 

window. 

The load bearing walls stayed the 

same, and alterations in rooms, 

which had been brought back to the 

original was unnoticable. The plan 

functioned as a framework, rather 

than a straitjacket. 
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Memories of the City

I am going to tell you about my way 

to school as a small boy. It is a 

recollection rather than a contem-

plation, and I do this as an ex-

ercise, to help myself understand 

what we pay attention to in the 

city, and as basis of an architec-

tural process.  I like to think 

back on memories of the streets 

I grew up in, to recall what I 

thought of the city then, and of 

the things that left an expression. 

Being an architecturestudent is 

strange, strange because whilst 

becoming conciously more observant 

of the built landscape  and gaining 

a better understanding of architec-

ture, interlectualy, I cannot feel 

but loosing touch with the elemen-

tary, and unconcious observations. 

Between the age of six and sixteen, 

I lived three hundred meters from 

school. At the age of nine me and 

my twin sister walked alone, and it 

is from that age I remember more 

than just the hand of my father I 

couldn’t let go. 

Our apartment was in a quiet 

street. Old uneaven redish stones 

made up the edge of the pavement, 

and the asphalt was cracked. The 

first building I passed to school, 

had a white smooth render, I al-

ways thought of that as posch com-

pared to our facade, which was a 

rough grey render it almost hurt 

to run the hand along. Opposite 

to the white building was a newer 

building in yellow brick. My father 

hated that building, so off course, 

I also did. It always made me un-

easy, the yellow brick building, 

it had sharp edges, the black vis-

ible roof was clumpsy and chrashed 

with the ugly yellow of the facade, 

it did not belong with the soft 

shapes of the buildings surround-

ing it. On two sides of it there 

were a big fence, and on the other 

two low concrete walls, which made 

it scary and unwelcoming. Me and my 

friends often challenged each other 

to climb over the fences and walls 

and run over to the other side.  In 

the street on the outside of most 

of the other buildings was either 

trees or hedges, beautifull and 

fun, as I always picked a flower or 

leaf as I passed.

Our street went into a bigger 

street, where the tram went past 

every ten minutes. The noises the 

bigg blue thing made was part of 

the streets. On the second corner 

on my way to school, was at least 

once a week, a car parked too far 

out in the road, blocking the tram. 

I remember the chaos it made, the 

sound of the trams ringing bell, 

calling for the owner of the car. 

The asphalt of the corner was an-

gled, in opposite direction to a 

curve on a racing track, which off 

course was a nuance to the adults 

during winter. 

Past the corner was the longest 

straight stretch of the walk. I 

had two options of where to walk, 

both as long as the other. I always 

chose the widest pavement, with 

the big windows of the furniture 

and fashion stores facing it. Then 

I also didn’t have to think about 

stepping away from people coming 

my way. It was a big pointy hedge 

alongside the narrow pavement. It 

felt like it pushed you out in the 

road, and the facade behind with 

the hidden doorways gave an im-

pression of privacy.  On the wide 

pavement, the steps of the doorways 

came out, inviting customers in, 

and young boys to climb up and jump 

down from.  

Halfway was a crossroads of five 

meeting streets. Crossing the sec-

ond of three streets, I walked 

past a small kiosk, one of the old 

ones. It stood on an asphalt pen-

insula between to of the roads. It 

was dirty blue and messy inside, 

and looked like a box with a box on 

top. 

Past the kiosk was a small park 

with an old bronze statue sitting 

in a bronze chair, with huge rho-

dodendrons, which blossomed in late 

spring, behind and on the sides. On 

the right side of the park was a 

big chestnut tree, and beneath it 

layed hundreds of smoshed chest-

nuts. Clossest to the crossroad was 

a ventilation shaft, and it was al-

ways covered in graffiti

The shcoolyard stretched out from 

behind the statue and bushes, on 

top a plinth of granite, now almost  

black of dirt. It was always sand 

on the pavement beside and beneath 

the stone wall, which had been 

cought by the rain and brought down 

the gaps and sides of it. I remem-

ber thinking of the sand as alien 

to the pavement. 

	 On the opposite side of the 

street and the black stone wall, 

was a shop, selling seafood, with 

big windows, showing the fresh 

fish laying on ice. Next to it was 

a kiosk where we bought our candy 

during lunch hour. It had signs and 

flags pointing out of the facade, 

and old film posters on the inside 

of the windows. 	

Adjacent to the kiosk was the en-

trance to the schoolyard. At the 

left of the entrance was the school 

building. A big white and yel-

low building with the numbers 1886 

written on it. To me, it resembled 

a castle.

Not being interested or concious-

sly able enough to percieve the 

archtiecture in an analytical mat-

ter, the city is about relations in 

a human scale. Architecture is then 

experienced directly. I miss that 

aspect of the childs mind.
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Condition of Oslos built 

environment today 

 

As any capital, Oslo is a devel-

oping city, a constant changing 

organism. Since late nineties the 

growth has been dramatic, exept for 

a short standstill following the 

financial crisis, and to answer the 

ensued housing demand, the munici-

palitys building and planning au-

thorities invested huge resources 

in developing new strategies for 

future Oslo. 

Former industrial territories were 

transformed to housing areas. Key 

sites were Nydalen, Løren, Ensjø, 

Kværnerbyen and Fjordbyen. 

Fjordbyen is the most visible, and 

has become the new face of Oslo. 

Former shipyards and container 

docks were replaced with high end 

housing and and extensive cultural 

program, which partly has extract-

ed the cultural offers of the in-

ner city. Nydalen, Løren, Ensjø and 

Kværnerbyen serves primarily the 

function as housing developments, 

but with certain inherent urban 

qualities.  

They are all, exept from fjordbyen, 

developments characteristically on 

the fringe of the existing urban 

context, and considered developing 

urbanities. Complex plans designed 

on basis of diagrams and statis-

tics, try to predict the demands 

of inhabitants. Promising a sense 

of community, and a safe place for 

kids to grow up.	

The housing projects are primarily 

owned by a few major contractors. 

Resulting in huge construction 

projects with homogenus architec-

tural strategies. The lamella block 

is a recurring typology. Taken out 

from its intended context and ar-

ranged in semi dense configura-

tions, to deal with light and fire 

regulations. The result is an urban 

typology we neither recognise from 

the modernist projects nor existing 

urban conditions.

As architectural objects, the 

lamellas are much the same as they 

were in their inauguration, exept 

obvious alterations such as bigger 

balconies and windows. Plans are 

still as, or more, spesific. The 

lack of open-endeness defines its 

architecture, and ultimately their 

surrounding urban condition. Im-

possibility to alter, or inhabit a 

dwelling diversely, forces poeple 

to move frequently. Eliminating the 

sense of connection to place, which 

implies a lack of attention and 

caring. 
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Everything Has an Origin

Oslo was not recognised as a city of 

European scale until the late 19th 

century. By then the city had experi-

enced a rapid growth generated by the 

industrial revuolution, as Great Brit-

ain, half a century before. The major-

ity of Oslos built environment still 

consisted of wooden houses and unpaved 

streets, with the exeption of what we 

today know as the old town, behind the 

city fortress. 

A growing population, implied a high-

er risk of devastating fires. Already 

in 1827 the municipality demanded all 

buildings within the city borders to 

be built in brick. During the next 

eighty years, most of the architecture 

we recognise as Oslos city center was 

erected. Three to five floors brick 

housing, built in carrée structures 

with rendered facades, as found in 

Berlin. 

A bank crisis in the end of the 19th 

century, resulted in reduced building 

activity. During the next thirty years 

the municipality became the major 

contributor of housing developments, 

and  projects such as Ullevål Hageby, 

Ila, Lindern and Torshov was complet-

ed. Qualities of air and spaciousness 

is defining in these projects, not 

surprising as they where designed by 

architect Harald Hals, a man highly 

influenced by Ebenzer Howards garden 

city.

Today these projects are highly sought 

after, and what was intended to be 

housing for the lower middle classes, 

is some of the most expensive proper-

ties today, especially Ullevål Hageby. 

The standstill during the war resulted 

in huge demand for housing. In order 

to accomodate the need, regulations 

were changed and new construction 

methods introduced. It resulted in a 

cheaper and faster built typology we 

had not seen alike.

The municipality directed their atten-

tion outside the existing city bor-

ders. A cramped city did not have the 

capasity to house its population and 

ensure the living and hygienic condi-

tions required. Former farmland was 

turned into satelite cities, and the 

lamella block was introduced. 

Modernist ideals such as air, light 

and hygiene was introduced during the 

war, and a comission developed a new 

set of regulations that until this day 

influence our housing architecture. At 

first, the lamella born out of france, 

took the shape of three story blocks 

with gabled roofs, tiny square windows 

and small balconies. The only similar-

ity to its ideals being their place-

ment in the open landscape with adher-

ent roads. 

The limitations of the lamella had 

primarily been due to building tech-

nology. When the concrete slab was 

introduced in the latter half of the 

fifites, whatt we know as the typical 

modernist block made an entrance.

Oslo 1780 Kvadraturen (old town) 

Oslo 1901 Murbyen 

Oslo 1938 Garden city, Ullevål Hageby

Oslo 1960 Modernist Housing
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Murbyen

Oslo was highly influenced by Ger-

man, Danish, Swedish and in some 

cases British architecture in the 

19th and beginning of the 20th 

century. Until our first technical 

university was founded in Trond-

heim in 1910, architecture students 

studied abroad. Berlin was  the 

main destination, which became evi-

dent in our housing architecture. 

The first building regulations con-

stituated in 1827, concerned prin-

cipally what materials buildings 

were to be built with, number of 

floors, with of streets and water 

logistics. There where no ruling 

city plan, ownership, finance and 

references from Paris and Berlin 

became the regulative forces. 

Housing was then, perhaps more than 

now, a speculativ commodity. Build-

ings designs were a result of tec-

tonic and financial restrictions. 

Their konstruction was in most 

cases load bearing facades, and a 

load bearing center wall of bricks. 

Bricks produced locally, and as-

sembled with mortar of chalk se-

ment and mud from the fjord. Span-

ning between the brick walls where 

timber beams. Mud and straw where 

placed between the beams to insu-

late, and to function as construc-

tive weight. 

Formally, the buildings are usually 

simple box volumes, with vertical 

window openings, dictated by the 

bricks tectonic properties. 

Today the differences between the 

apartments of murbyen east and west 

of akerselva, is not as obvious as 

before. In 1978 the municipality 

initiated the city renewal. What 

had been 40 000 apartments, became 

between 25 000 and 30 000, and san-

itary conditions were renewed. 

In 1910, two thirds of the people 

living in Tøyen, Grünerløkka, Sof-

ienberg and Grønland rented their 

apartments. Apartments in these ar-

eas was prncipally one room, and at 

a certain point, four people live-

don average in each household.

Qualitites we assosiate with mur-

byen today, is the diversly orna-

mented facades that functions as 

decorations in the streets, their 

generous ceiling height, multifunc-

tional rooms and vertical windows. 

Qualities that makes housing a 

place of life instead of function, 

missing in contemporary housing. 
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Place

My sites are located in Her-

slebsgate, Tøyen, part of the Old 

City district. They are two sites, 

adjacent to one and other on each 

site of the street. Both of them 

are voids between existing housing 

blocks arranged in carré -struc-

tures. The site to the south was 

former home to a one story garage 

built in wood, but is today inhab-

ited by a tree and a fence separat-

ing the pavement and inner court-

yard.  The site to the north has 

been vacant exept for a brick wall 

with a dorway, since construction 

in the middle 1890s. It is a area 

chacterized by old Housing blocks, 

Oslo Botanical Garden, former home 

of the Munch Museum, Oslos biggest 

indoor swimming pool, Tøyen Torg, 

Hersleb high school, and Vahl pri-

mary school. It is an old and com-

plex urban environment, and has 

been a place of architectural de-

velopment since the erection of the 

housing blocks in the end of 19th 

century. Only being preceded by 

Tøyen Estate, established in 1679. 

I am taking you on a walk, up and 

down the two streets that charac-

terize the area and where the sites 

are located, Jens Bjelkes Street 

and Herslebsgate. 

On the left side of Jens Bjelkes 

Street is the Botanical Garden, 

and on the right side, facing the 

bulging vegetations is an Old brick 

school and former workers dwell-

ings, Gråbeingårdene. The street is 

wide and trafficated, with no side 

roads leading away from it.

At the end of the Garden, I turn to 

right, alongside Gråbeingårdene. 

Their volumes are separated with a 

four meter gap. Here we get a sneak 

peak into a habitual oasis. 

	

Turning the Carré structure, I am 

facing down Herslebsgate, and in 

the end is the sites. To my left is 

a Curch, built in 1906. The urban 

fabric in the street is complex, 

with buildings being built through 

a period from the beginning of mur-

byen and until the end of the nine-

ties. 

	

Passing the two terrain vagues, you 

are facing a park, and again the 

brick school. The park is named af-

ter a poet, who wrote for the work-

ers. His work and name immortalized 

with one of his poems written in 

stone and a strong man as a statue, 

standing on top of it. Looking back 

to the sites, a big five stories 

yellow building stands, where 404 

people lived in 100 rooms, during 

Oslos strongests industrial period. 

In the corner was the local store. 

The sites cohering to each its 

carré, are viewing gaps into lush 

backyards. Benches and tables, bi-

cyckles and toys fills the space, 

evidence of the manifold city life.  
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Economy

A Housing debate is raging on our 

social medias and politcal are-

nas. It is an agreement that too 

few are capable to by an apartment 

in todays housing market. Too few 

apartments are built, and too many 

are buying secondary apartments, 

pushing out those who do not have 

economical assurance in family or 

relations. 

The demographic of Oslo is either 

young single people or, increas-

ingly, pentioners. Couples with 

children move out of the city, due 

to economy and lack of appropri-

ate housing. To answer demand, and 

in an attempt to ease the market, 

small appartments are built rather 

than bigger. Consequences is homo-

geneus demography and cities. 

Flexible apartments and competi-

tive locations for small business-

es are lacking. Big apartments are 

too expensive, and small businesses 

pay to high rates on rent, and are 

driven to bankruptcy. 

I want to seek contemporary hous-

ing, which enables the possibili-

ty to live the entire life in the 

city. Housing designed as flexible 

objects. Meaning a possibility to 

devide it if needed to generate an 

income. 
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Construction 

Site and size of building projects 

can imply constructional methods 

and use of material. Being small 

sites and small projects, it is 

possible to look beyond the conven-

tional materials of concrete and 

steel.

The buildings of murbyen imitat-

ed classical ornamentations done 

formerly in stone, with render and 

wood. Whilst being decorations, it 

also protected the bricks from wa-

ter and ice. But as the bricks are 

protected, the render gets worn, 

and need to be renovated regularly. 

A stone facade of granite or Larvi-

kitt would not wither away. And if 

the stone not only functioned as a 

facade, but also as the load bear-

ing construction, the question of 

costs could be challenged.

As the brick buildings had timber 

beams as floors, that spanned from 

one load bearing wall to another, 

in one direction, CLT would be to-

days option. With possibilites to 

span not only in one, but several 

directions, as a concrete slab, it 

creates a bigger freedom of design. 
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