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Key concepts 
Atmographs: via this means of depiction the con-
notation, as expressed in photographic discourse, 
creates the atmosphere perceived. The artist paints 
with heavy brush strokes, the director reinterprets 
an old play, a bold and personal path is sought to 
surprise the spectator, shake them up and most im-
portantly reach them. Here the photographer pro-
duces the atmosphere he or she intends to trans-
mit.

Archmospheres: denotation is the opposite side 
of the coin, and here standard architectural photo-
graphic tropes might be employed – the techni-
ques we are all used to seeing and recognizing as 
correct commercial photography – but the focus 
has shifted somewhat. Might it be possible to cent-
re the photograph less on the material object de-
picted and more on the atmosphere the architect 
intended to transmit?

A third question of course is: Can you do both? 
Might it not be possible to create each sort of inter-
pretation using the photographic toolkit and exten-
ding the working relationship from standard com-
mission to a dialectic sort of brief? I believe the ans-
wer is yes. 

How to approach
I tested these approaches by photographing two 
new buildings, the Kamppi Chapel by K2S Archi-
tects (Finnish Architectural Review Ark 3/2012) and 
the House for children in Saunalahti by JKMM Archi-
tects (Ark 6/2011).
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How do you depict 
atmospHere?
Marc Goodwin

Parum, saperiandae nuscius voluptatia nece-
perspedi dipienim quis doluptur se nia dolore 
voluptae nonet, commoluptate vel ex estotas eic 
temporem ipsam quam as sitiis sunt quam 
enimaio nsereper

What is an architectural atmosphere and how 
would you transmit it through imagery? The first 
part of the question has been raised by philosopher 
Gernot Böhme, architect Peter Zumthor, and more 
recently by professor Juhani Pallasmaa. The second 
part is what I wish to address in this article. 

In the world of architecture, depiction is prima-
rily achieved through photographs and renders. So 
I find it surprising, as an architectural photographer, 
that few if any photographers have added their voi-
ce to the discussion. For that reason, I am currently 
engaged in the project Atmographs or Archmosphe-
res? The question centers on what is depicted and 
how, and only jokingly offers two clumsy neolo-
gisms as a means of doing so. The definition of each 
should clarify things a bit.
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 Images  produced as Archmospheres were the 
result of lengthy, detailed interviews with the archi-
tects.  It goes beyond the scope of a short article to 
go into detail about them, but a few examples of 
responses should help to illustrate some of the fin-
dings.  K2S architects mentioned a penchant for the 
work of photographer Hélène Binet and the desire 
to show the project through an evocative detail, rat-
her than a general shot. The architects of JKMM ex-
plained the importance of the children in the place 
they designed. In each case, the focus – the at-
mosphere and material content – were indicated by 
the architect. 

In search of Atmographs, I returned to each place 
and tried simply to switch my head off, focusing on 
more on what it felt like to be there: what were the 
component parts of that particular location at that 
particular moment on which I might focus? Ob-
viously there was thinking – analysis – involved in 
reaching such conclusions, but the important thing 
was not to follow the beaten path of visual conven-
tions learned over the years. The visual rhetorics 
employed in the production of these images sought 
to communicate what it was like there at that time. 

I have produced hundreds of images of two buil-
dings by JKMM and K2S, but the few chosen should 
give the reader the idea of what I am after. 

Focus on atmosphere
At this point, the important thing is the research ta-
king place through the images and the possibilities 
of a dialectical approach with a client. I am not wri-
ting to celebrate the triumph of a new sort of pho-
tography. What I hope will emerge from the process 
is new way of working, centered around three ideas: 
artistic research, dialectic commissions and at-
mosphere as subject matter. I see all of these as an 
opportunity for architects to extend the reach of 
their audience and communicate more thorough 
compelling images. All of this amounts to a focus 
on atmosphere, not just objects. Such work might 
eventually complement standard architectural 
photography, not replace it.

But just what is an atmosphere? Gernot Bohme 
defines it as the space of moods in one essay and 
offers the theatre as an example of how it an be pre-
dictably created and inter-subjectively shared. 
Zumthor says it is part of our hotwiring, and un-

packs the idea explaining the integral parts of his 
toolkit: what lets him make atmospheres.  What is 
atmosphere in a photograph?

I believe it is what connects the person looking 
at a photo of an architectural work to the thing they 
see. And this is an important point, because it is true 
for practitioner and layman alike. The atmosphere 
is what keeps you listening to the song, regardless 
of whether or not you can read the sheet music. At-
mosphere is as relevant to the specialist reading ar-
chitectural journals as to the angry citizen lambas-
ting architecture in the popular press. Atmospheres 
are important, inter-subjective, understandable. For 
this reason it is strange that photographers and 
publishers are not talking about them. ark
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What is an architectural atmosphere and how would you 
transmit it through imagery? The first part of the ques-
tion has been raised by philosopher Gernot Böhme, ar-
chitect Peter Zumthor, and more recently by professor Ju-
hani Pallasmaa. The second part is what I wish to address 
in this article. 

In the world of architecture, depiction is primarily 
achieved through photographs and renders. So I find it 
surprising, as an architectural photographer, that few if 
any photographers have added their voice to the discus-
sion. For that reason, I am currently engaged in the pro-
ject Atmographs or Archmospheres? The question cent-
ers on what is depicted and how, and only jokingly of-
fers two clumsy neologisms as a means of doing so. The 
definition of each should clarify things a bit.

Key concepts 
Atmographs: via this means of depiction the connotation, 
as expressed in photographic discourse, creates the atmos-
phere perceived. The artist paints with heavy brush strokes, 
the director reinterprets an old play, a bold and personal 
path is sought to surprise the spectator, shake them up 
and most importantly reach them. Here the photographer 
produces the atmosphere he or she intends to transmit.

Archmospheres: denotation is the opposite side of 
the coin, and here standard architectural photograph-
ic tropes might be employed – the techniques we are 
all used to seeing and recognizing as correct commer-
cial photography – but the focus has shifted somewhat. 
Might it be possible to centre the photograph less on the 
material object depicted and more on the atmosphere 
the architect intended to transmit?

A third question of course is: Can you do both? Might 
it not be possible to create each sort of interpretation us-
ing the photographic toolkit and extending the working 
relationship from standard commission to a dialectic sort 
of brief? I believe the answer is yes. 

How to approach
I tested these approaches by photographing two new 
buildings, the Kamppi Chapel by K2S Architects (Finnish 
Architectural Review Ark 3/2012) and the House for chil-
dren in Saunalahti by JKMM Architects (Ark 6/2011).

 Images  produced as Archmospheres were the result 
of lengthy, detailed interviews with the architects.  It goes 
beyond the scope of a short article to go into detail about 
them, but a few examples of responses should help to il-
lustrate some of the findings.  K2S architects mentioned 
a penchant for the work of photographer Hélène Binet 
and the desire to show the project through an evocative 
detail, rather than a general shot. The architects of JKMM 
explained the importance of the children in the place 
they designed. In each case, the focus – the atmosphere 

and material content – were indicated by the architect. 
In search of Atmographs, I returned to each place and 

tried simply to switch my head off, focusing on more on 
what it felt like to be there: what were the component 
parts of that particular location at that particular moment 
on which I might focus? Obviously there was thinking – 
analysis – involved in reaching such conclusions, but the 
important thing was not to follow the beaten path of vis-
ual conventions learned over the years. The visual rheto-
rics employed in the production of these images sought 
to communicate what it was like there at that time. I have 
produced hundreds of images of two buildings by JKMM 
and K2S, but the few chosen should give the reader the 
idea of what I am after. 

Focus on atmosphere
At this point, the important thing is the research taking 
place through the images and the possibilities of a dialec-
tical approach with a client. I am not writing to celebrate 
the triumph of a new sort of photography. What I hope will 
emerge from the process is new way of working, centered 
around three ideas: artistic research, dialectic commissions 
and atmosphere as subject matter. I see all of these as an 
opportunity for architects to extend the reach of their au-
dience and communicate more thorough compelling im-
ages. All of this amounts to a focus on atmosphere, not just 
objects. Such work might eventually complement standard 
architectural photography, not replace it.

But just what is an atmosphere? Gernot Bohme de-
fines it as the space of moods in one essay and offers the 
theatre as an example of how it an be predictably created 
and inter-subjectively shared. Zumthor says it is part of 
our hotwiring, and unpacks the idea explaining the inte-
gral parts of his toolkit: what lets him make atmospheres.  
What is atmosphere in a photograph?

I believe it is what connects the person looking at a 
photo of an architectural work to the thing they see. And 
this is an important point, because it is true for practition-
er and layman alike. The atmosphere is what keeps you 
listening to the song, regardless of whether or not you 
can read the sheet music. Atmosphere is as relevant to the 
specialist reading architectural journals as to the angry 
citizen lambasting architecture in the popular press. At-
mospheres are important, inter-subjective, understand-
able. For this reason it is strange that photographers and 
publishers are not talking about them. ark
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eXceptions and admiration
Ingerid Helsing Almaas

 Vaikka Norjaan on viime vuosina toteutettu useita poikkeuksellisen hien-

oja rakennuksia, suurinta osaa niistä ei ole koskaan esitelty lehdissä sen 

paremmin kotimaassa kuin ulkomaillakaan. Norjalainen keskivertoraken-

nuttaja ei ole erityisen kunnianhimoinen, keskimääräinen rakennusbudjetti ei ole 

erityisen suuri eikä keskivertourakoitsija ole erityisen innovatiivinen tai laatuti-

etoinen. Norjalaista arkkitehtuuria esittelevissä näyttelyissä ja julkaisuissa esiin 

nostetut projektit ovat toisin sanoen poikkeuksia. Ne ovat saaneet alkunsa Norjan 

rakennusalan nykytilanteesta huolimatta, eivät sen vuoksi! 

Miten kiinnostavaa loppujen lopuksi on koota nämä poikkeukset yhteen ja kut-

sua niitä “norjalaiseksi arkkitehtuuriksi”? Mitä yhteistä niillä on?

Meidän täytyy tarkastella näiden projektien erityispiirteitä, jotta voisimme 

ymmärtää kokonaiskuvan. Miksi juuri nämä rakennukset onnistuivat niin hyvin? 

Keitä niihin osallistui ja mitä osallistujat tekivät? Voidaanko samat olosuhteet 

toistaa muualla? Juuri erityispiirteet tekevät rakennuksista universaaleja riippu-

matta siitä, missä päin maailmaa ne ovat syntyneet. Vain ymmärtämällä erityispi-

irteet voimme vaikuttaa niihin prosesseihin sekä poliittisiin ja taloudellisiin tekijöi-

hin, jotka määrittävät nykyarkkitehtuurin puitteet, ja myös kehittää niitä. Ja vasta 

silloin voimme tietää, onko projekteilla joitakin yhteisiä nimittäjiä.

Mutta vaikka yhteisiä piirteitä löytyisikin, onko kansallisuus mielenkiintoinen 

ominaispiirre nykyarkkitehtuurissa? Norjalaiset arkkitehdit ovat luoneet upeita 

rakennuksia ulkomailla ja ulkomaiset arkkitehdit Norjassa. Maailmassa, jossa 

yhteyksiä solmitaan yhä useammin yli maiden rajojen, kannattaa ehkä hieman 

varoa lyömästä johonkin norjalaisuuden leimaa.

Globalisaatiosta huolimatta suhtaudumme usein vierasperäisiin ilmiöihin epäluu-

loisesti. Voimme kohdata vierasperäisyyden monella tavalla. Voimme torjua sen tai 

voimme lähestyä sitä uteliaasti, mikä voi ajan mittaan kehittyä ihailuksi. Jos pystymme 

näkemään erityispiirteet lankeamatta oitis yleistyksiin, tämä ihailu voi muuttaa meitä. 

Jos tunnistamme muiden töistä parhaat, meille tarjoutuu mahdollisuus saavuttaa 

sama itse. Ihailu on eksklusiivisuuden, kansallisen sovinismin ja omahyväisyyden vas-

talääke.

Monet viime vuosien norjalaisista rakennuksista ovat ansioituneita kansain-

välisessä kontekstissa. Siitä kontekstista löytyvät niiden esikuvat, siinä ne herät-

tävät huomiota ja saavat vahvistuksensa, siihen ne kuuluvat. Se, miten norjalaisia 

ne ovat, ei ole enää merkittävää.

Maailman kutistuessa saamme mahdollisuuden nähdä itsemme erilaisissa kon-

teksteissa. Identiteettimme ei ole enää sidoksissa vain siihen, mistä tulemme tai 

mitä rakennamme. Globalisoituneessa maailmassa identiteetti on taaksemme ker-

tynyt historia. Se on jälki, jonka ovat jättäneet ihmiset yhdessä, kansakunta, tai 

se on yksittäinen jälki, joka jää, kun yksilön elämänpiiri ylittää kansalliset rajat.

 

Ingerid Helsing Almaas on Norjan arkkitehtuurilehden Arkitektur N:n päätoimittaja.

 Even though a number of exceptionally fine buildings   
have been built in Norway over the past few years, most 
of what is built never receives any press coverage – at 

home or abroad. The average Norwegian developer is not par-
ticularly ambitious, the average construction budget is not par-
ticularly large, nor is the average contractor particularly innova-
tive or quality-conscious. As a result, the projects highlighted 
in exhibitions and publications presenting Norwegian architec-
ture are exceptions. They have been created despite the current 
state of the Norwegian construction industry – not because of it! 

So how interesting is it to collect these exceptions and call 
them ‘Norwegian architecture’? What do they have in common?

We have to highlight the specifics of these projects in order 
to understand the big picture. What was it that made these 
particular buildings so brilliant? Who was involved? What did 
they do? Is it possible to create the same conditions else-
where? The specifics are what make the projects universal, 
irrespective of where in the world they originate from. It is 
through understanding the specifics that we may be able to 
influence and improve the processes, the politics and the fi-
nances that define the framework for today’s architecture. 
And it is only then that we may be able to discern whether 
the projects share any common denominators.

But even if there was something in common: Of what inter-
est is nationality as an attribute of contemporary architecture? 
Norwegian architects have created wonderful designs abroad as 
have foreign architects in Norway. In a world where contacts are 
increasingly established across national boundaries, one should 
perhaps tread carefully in labelling anything ‘Norwegian’. 

Despite globalisation, we still often view what is unfamiliar 
with suspicion. We can encounter the unfamiliar in many ways. 
We can reject it, but then again we can also regard it with curi-
osity – a curiosity that may perhaps develop into admiration. If 
we look at the specific without immediately resorting to gen-
eralisations, this admiration may change us. When we recog-
nise the best of what others have done, we may also perceive 
the possibility of achieving the same ourselves. Admiration is 
an antidote to exclusivity, national chauvinism, complacency.

It is in an international context that many of the Norwe-
gian buildings of late excel. It is in this context that they find 
their models, where they attract attention, where they are 
verified, where they are at home. How ‘Norwegian’ they are 
no longer plays any role.

The opportunity to see ourselves in a range of contexts is 
what we can look forward to as the world shrinks. Our iden-
tity is no longer tied to just where we come from or what we 
build. Identity in a globalised world is the history that accu-
mulates behind us; the trace left by all the people who define 
a nation, or the single trace left as the lives of individuals cross 
the world’s national boundaries. ark
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